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‘The trouble with the rat-race is that
even if you win, you’re still a rat.’

Lily Tomlin
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The Invitation

 


In a few
minutes, my middle-aged clients would arrive and I’d have to begin
my performance. There was a time when I thought it was the greatest
job on earth. Now everything about it depressed me. In fact, I was
fed up with my whole life. It wasn’t how you were supposed to feel
at 23.

‘Hey, Sophie, what do
you think those weird guys are up to? I mean, they’re missing
something, aren’t they? You know, that big powerful thing between
their legs.’

I was barely taking in what Jane was
saying. Why had I decided to meet my clients in Trafalgar Square of
all places? It was mayhem here. Tourists kept bumping into me, and
one of them, a snake-haired woman in a blue cagoule, apparently
thought I worked for the Tower of London.

‘The Crown Jewels are
where?’ she asked in some indeterminate eastern European accent.
When I didn’t reply, she squinted at my red military coat, black
pillbox hat and knee-high black boots. ‘You not
Beefeater?’

Christ.

Obviously the Slovenians, or whatever,
didn’t appreciate high fashion.

Style, darling – some
of us have it and some of us shop at
Euro-Matalan, I wanted to say in a
glamorously dismissive way, but all I managed to mumble was, ‘I no
speak English.’ Hey, wasn’t that supposed to be her line? I turned
away fast.

‘Some weird guys
haven’t got what between their legs?’ I blurted to Jane.

‘Motorbikes,
dumbo.’

‘Eh?’

‘You haven’t a clue,
have you? You know, I could swear they’re all staring at
you.’

What was she blabbering about? A kid
with a fat head who seemed determined to splash me with water from
the fountain distracted me. Jane frowned and wandered off, saying
she was getting an espresso from a street vendor.

‘You look funny,’ the
kid grunted.

Not as funny as you,
fatso, I thought. The boy stuck his tongue
out at me and I stupidly tried to stare him down. ‘Waaaant a photo,
Mrs?’ he shouted with the devastating sarcasm only eight-year-olds
can pull off.

I retaliated by sliding
my tongue out as far as it would go, trying to make it curl in the
middle to add extra yuk
factor. A gorgeous guy in a high-fashion
pinstriped blue suit strolled past, giving me a sideways glance.
Instantly, I tried to rearrange my tongue into a delightful
come hither shape, but it
refused to cooperate and lolled out as though I’d just emerged from
a convention for astonished people.

The hunk shuddered, scrunched up his
face and hurried away.

Jane, clutching her fresh espresso,
rolled her eyes and tutted. ‘For God’s sake, Sophie, would you look
around you.’ She started pointing and turning at the same time.
‘There, and there, and there…I’ve counted twenty so far.’

Dotted all around the
square were men and women in black leathers
and gleaming black motorcycle helmets, their tinted visors pulled
down. Not a motorbike in sight, and they had to be sweating like
hell in this heat. If I’d had anything more than a black mini-dress
under my coat, I’d be burning up.

‘Maybe it’s you they’re
after,’ I said feebly.

‘Listen, babe, you’re
the only celebrity around here.’

‘Ex-celebrity,’ I
corrected wearily. Ex-everything, really. Fame, boyfriends, money,
even my family. It was four years since my parents disowned me. I
hadn’t planned to humiliate them but…God, Monarch of the Jungle – what
possessed me? I knew all along it was the most lurid of the C-list
celebrity TV shows, but that didn’t stop me. I ran towards disaster
with open arms, and a silly grin.

‘Look, one of those
crazies is coming this way,’ Jane said. ‘Just your type – tall,
dark, and handsome. Well, it’s about time you found yourself a new
boyfriend. How long has it been?’

‘That’s a woman,’ I
replied. ‘Besides, blond hair and blue eyes are what I go for, as
you know perfectly well.’

As the motorcyclist approached, I
didn’t really believe she was heading for me, but she kept coming.
I couldn’t help thinking she had a good figure. Actually,
breathtaking – slim, but not skinny, curvy but far from pneumatic,
athletic yet highly sexual. That was exactly the sort of body I’d
been trying to sculpt with my twice-weekly trips to the gym. OK,
once a month. You know how it is.

Lots of blokes were
gawping at her in that ridiculous male way of theirs. I wanted to
be able to walk like that. What was the word? – sashaying, gliding along as if she
owned the place. I wondered if her face
were as striking as the rest of her. Pug ugly, I decided to console
myself.

She stopped in front of me, and all I
could see was my face reflected back in her gleaming visor.
Reaching out, she placed a gold envelope in my hand. Without a
word, she turned and left, male eyes still tracking her like the
most sensitive radars ever invented. All around Trafalgar Square,
the other motorcyclists turned and walked away. In seconds, they’d
all disappeared.

Jane made a face and shrugged. ‘A
ridiculously early Christmas card?’ She gestured at the envelope.
‘Valentine’s? Maybe you have a mystery admirer.’ She gave up and
implored me to get a move on with opening it.

My guess was that the
motorcyclist was a courier sent by one of my many creditors to give
me more bad tidings of discomfort and killjoy, but I was puzzled
that she hadn’t asked me to sign anything to confirm receipt. I
held out the envelope in front of me and was amazed that it didn’t
have my name on it. Instead, in embossed black gothic letters was a
bizarre sentence: ‘How far will you go for
ultimate pleasure?’

‘Wow, luxury,
hand-delivered junk mail,’ Jane said. She slapped me on the back.
‘Maybe your magic bus has arrived.’

I laughed with worrying enthusiasm at
that. At school, I’d fantasised about a bus with special powers
that appeared whenever I was in trouble and whisked me to safety.
Unfortunately, it hadn’t turned up very often and never at the
right time. I think its tyres were always flat.

I peeled open the shining envelope. A
small white card was wedged in the corner. ‘Sophie York – winner or
loser?’ it said, the words printed in elegant gold lettering.
‘One-time opportunity. Tomorrow, 33rd floor, The Gherkin, 4
pm.’

Jane snatched it from
me. ‘Jeez, I’ve waited forever for one of these.’ Her face beamed.
‘An offer you can’t
refuse.’

‘Don’t even start,’ I
said. ‘I swear, the last place on earth where you’ll find me
tomorrow is The Gherkin.’

‘Loser!’ Jane
hissed.

We stood, arms folded, staring at each
other, knowing exactly what the other was thinking. The Gherkin
might well be one of the architectural marvels of London, but there
was something supremely comical about it thanks to its many
nicknames. Take your pick: ‘the Erotic Gherkin’, ‘the Crystal
Phallus’, ‘the Towering Innuendo’, ‘the Dog’s Dick.’

‘I can’t believe you’re
turning up your nose at a trip to The Gherkin,’ Jane said. ‘I mean,
when it comes to glass towers shaped like penises it’s the,
er…dog’s bollocks.’

We both cackled. I caught the cagoule
woman staring at me, muttering to her husband then making some
queer hand gesture at me. A Balkan curse, I decided. As if I didn’t
have enough trouble already.

I’d recently written to my bank to ask
for a bigger overdraft or an additional loan and I was waiting for
the reply. The odd thing was that they’d sent me several letters in
the last month and I hadn’t actually looked at any of them. I stuck
them all in a drawer and hoped they’d vanish, taking all my
financial woes with them. It frightened me how many unopened
letters lay in that drawer. Maybe my whole life had unravelled and
it was only because I hadn’t read my mail that I didn’t know.

The letter that had
dropped on my doormat that morning was one I couldn’t ignore.
‘Urgent,’ it declared. ‘Immediate Attention Required.’ The last
couple had said that too, of course, but there was something
different about this one. It included two additional words:
Final Notice.

‘But how did that
motorcycle girl know who I was?’ I asked. ‘How did she know where
to find me? Doesn’t that spook you out?’

‘Anyone who has an
office in The Gherkin is rich,’ Jane pointed out. ‘They could
easily afford private investigators. I think you have a wealthy
admirer who’s a bit shy. Maybe it’s a potential new client with
confidentiality issues.’

It was true I’d had my fair share of
eccentric clients, but this was taking things to a new level. ‘Or a
stalker,’ I said, futilely looking for a bin. I stuffed the card
and envelope into my pocket.

A white stretch limo pulled up at the
edge of the square: my clients. ‘Wish me luck,’ I said.

Jane gave me a hug.

‘These guys are
hotshots from Wall Street,’ I mumbled. ‘And they’re all opera
buffs. The only thing I know about opera is…’

‘Don’t you dare!’ Jane
interrupted. ‘I must have heard that dreadful anecdote of yours a
hundred times.’ She pulled away and wagged her finger at me. ‘And
it doesn’t improve with the telling, I can assure you.’

‘Well, these guys won’t
be hearing it, that’s for certain. Can you imagine their faces?
They’d think I was some kind of…’

‘Anyway, what’s the
plan?’ Jane cut me off. ‘Champagne bar, swish restaurant, West End
show and then off to Ballum-Rancum?’

‘Something like
that.’ Ballum-Rancum was old New York slang for a grand ball where all the honoured
guests were thieves and prostitutes. I couldn’t imagine a more
fitting name for the seedy nightclub where I’d spent so many nights
with fat cats leching after attractive girls. Strangely, my clients
always loved it when I explained the name to them. It had become
part of my routine.

‘I bet you’re praying
these Yanks like the British Olympic synchronised swimming team as
much as everyone else.’

I nodded. The swimmers’
most famous routine was Waving Not
Drowning, involving elaborate, orchestrated
hand gestures. It was always a showstopper. Worryingly, I hadn’t
managed to get through to Cathy on her mobile phone. If she and the
others weren’t there tonight, forget the waving part of the
deal…just scream for the lifeguard.
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Synchronised Drowning

 


OK, where was I?
Oh yeah, the operatic sex anecdote. God, how did it happen? One
second I was talking about Nelson’s Column. The next…I only had a
single glass of champagne. It was
just the one, wasn’t it?

‘I’m serious,’ I heard
myself saying. ‘Yes, the
Mario Lanza, the great opera singer.’

I couldn’t believe it.
I swore it wouldn’t happen, but when I’m nervous I just sort of
lose it. The strange case of Sophie’s
runaway mouth my father called it, in the
days when he was still talking to me.

My clients were staring
at me with either sympathy or contempt. It was hard to tell given
their odd, unblinking eyes. Obviously, being from Wall Street, they
were loaded. Since they were each paying me a thousand pounds per
day, plus expenses, they had to be. For that, I’d promised them the
night of their lives. The trouble was they were ugly, with
paunches, ill-fitting suits, crap haircuts and, God save us,
brown shoes. They worked
for some high-powered merchant bank and whenever they tried to
explain what they actually did, my memory went all goldfish on me.
Thankfully, their names were easy to remember: Ted, Bill, Chuck and
Greg. I smiled constantly to reassure them of how attractive they
were, but my fake smiles were now sliding off the side of my face
like rats overly acquainted with sinking ships.

If I continued with this anecdote, I
was finished. I mean, I told it all the time to anyone willing to
listen, but only to people who’d never heard of Mario Lanza. These
guys unquestionably had and they might throw me out of the limo on
the spot. I didn’t even know if the damned story was true, or when
I first heard it. At least Mr Lanza was long dead and couldn’t sue.
Even though the anecdote was spectacularly obscene, I hoped it was
legit because then he’d be so cool.

My four distinguished
international financiers had practically been ignoring me until
now. They had begun to exchange glances. You know,
those glances –
who is this stupid girl and why are we paying her
so much? A night never to be forgotten; wasn’t that what she
promised us?

Sure, I’d be thinking it myself if I
were in their shoes. But now that my mention of Mario Lanza was
sinking in, they were starting to give me their full attention.
There’s no cocktail more powerful than sex and celebrity gossip and
that’s exactly what I was going to deliver. Jesus, maybe I could
pull this off.

‘More champagne,
gentlemen?’

‘Yes,
please!’

We’d been to dinner
in Tmolos, one of
London’s most exclusive restaurants, and now we were on our way to
an equally exclusive nightclub. I’d been using the mini-bar to
serve as much alcohol as possible and I’d noticed that the men had
begun to look at me in a certain way. They knew I was an
‘entertainment consultant’ but, as their alcohol consumption rose,
they apparently had difficulty separating that from ‘high-class
hooker’. I hoped that meant they thought I was classy, beautiful
and knew a good few sex tricks. Of course, as an entertainment
consultant charging extortionate prices, it was my aim to be
classy, beautiful and to imply I knew a good few sex tricks. You
can see the problem. Was I a fake entertainment consultant or a
fake high-class hooker?

I could get high on the power I felt at
times like these. You know, when you’ve gambled and it’s actually
paid off. I was a bit like the Incredible Hulk, without all the
going green and sprouting improbable muscles, of course.

‘So, as I was saying,
Lanza liked to stand naked in front of a pair of beautiful blonde
models and ask them to remove their expensive designer high heels
and place them in a neat row in front of him.’ I paused for
dramatic effect and all that. ‘Then he’d urinate into their
thousand dollar shoes.’ Shock flickered over the men’s faces before
giving way to seedy smirks. ‘No, I’m just making that bit up.’ I
laughed uproariously. They gawped at me and I liked to imagine they
wanted to worship me in some vague way.

‘So, no shoe pissing,’
I said sternly, dominatrix-style. I’ve found that, for some reason,
rich men really get off on the idea of being submissive; always
fantasising about their stocking-clad young secretaries spanking
them.

‘No, what Lanza
actually did was ask the blondes to strip naked, get on all fours
and crouch over him on his bed.’ I was gesticulating wildly, really
bringing this thing to life. My clients were mesmerised. ‘Then he’d
push his hands through the models’ legs and, with a vagina in each
hand, place his fingers over their labia. While his buddies
watched, he’d manipulate his companions’, er, lips, while singing
one of his top operatic numbers. His pals swore it was as if the
vaginas themselves were doing the singing. Apparently, when Lanza
hit the top notes, his beautiful blondes had simultaneous orgasms
of the most sublime and multiple type.’

I was so good at telling the singing
vaginas anecdote that I’d begun to believe I must have been the one
who created it. It seemed wrong that it could ever have existed
independently of me. The four men began to hee haw and it was
obvious they’d be retelling it for years to come, boring everyone
to death at their opera societies and golf clubs with sweet
Sophie’s tale of heavenly pussy music.

Now they were all staring at me in a
certain way. It’s sadly true that some of my clients are determined
to get me to sleep with them, usually when it’s five o’clock in the
morning and I’ve taken them back to their hotel after a wild night
of partying, or as wild as it can ever get with accountants. Their
hands reach out to grab my bum, they tell me how much fun I am, how
sexy my laugh is and how they’ll give me a special bonus if…well,
you can guess the rest. Above all, they plead with me to help them
re-enact my operatic anecdote, and I always give the same reply:
that they’ll need years of singing lessons before that could ever
happen.

As
if.

The smile never leaves my face as I
repatriate my clients’ roving hands. I’m excellent at my job –
well, some of the time – but I’m so fake that if I ever actually
did go to bed with any of them my fake orgasms would probably be
real. And, if you think about it, that’s one hell of a trick.

Anyway, having got the reaction I
wanted, I started to lay it on thick. I reminded the Wall
Streeterati that the largest sexual organ is the brain and they
were particularly well hung in this department. How they loved
that! As we passed Grape Street, I said it used to be called
‘Gropecunt Lane’ because prostitutes used to congregate there. I
mentioned there was a word in Portuguese that meant ‘throw the
woman against a wall and fuck her like a lizard.’ I breezily
proclaimed that this was the type of wild lovemaking I enjoyed.
Chance would be a fine thing! Fortunately, none of them asked me
what the Portuguese word actually was. I say fortunately because I
didn’t have a clue if there really was such a word. When I first
heard of it – from a sleazeball footballer who’d just returned from
a match in Lisbon – I didn’t ask either. I tried to look it up in a
Portuguese dictionary, but couldn’t find anything that came close.
I mentioned it to a Portuguese client once and he laughed so much I
thought I’d have to call an ambulance. I hope the word exists;
otherwise we’d all be lesser people living in a lesser world.
Besides, I can’t believe a dumb Chelsea player could have invented
it.

I told the Wall Streeters that stunning
babes would fall at their feet once they were in the nightclub, and
I said it so skilfully that I think they believed me, and I half
believed it myself. Of course, the reality was that they’d be
forking out for ‘professional’ company, unless my ultimate secret
weapon – the British Olympic synchronised swimming team – were in
the club tonight, in which case it was the clients’ lucky day, and
mine too, because the heat was definitely off. Satisfaction well
and truly guaranteed.

Ballum-Rancum
really was once one of the most fashionable
nightclubs in London. Now the action had moved on, but a faint
smell of bygone glories lingered. A certain type of person still
came to the club, unable to accept that no one had told them the
party was over. Old paparazzi who couldn’t hack it any more hung
around looking for snaps of a has-been who had been in the days when they were
still hungry for long-lens scoops. They lowered their cameras when
they saw my clients emerging from the limo. I could hear them
sighing and I imagined a faint wind blowing through cobwebs. That
image entered my head whenever I thought of where my life was
heading.

One of the paparazzi
had second thoughts and half-heartedly pointed his camera at me.
Now, the first rule for a successful entertainment consultant is
that you must know where to stand when you’re having your
photograph taken. Actually, what I mean is you must know who
not to stand next to. If
you stand next to a fat or an ugly person,
scientists say you will appear less intelligent, less attractive
and less successful. My problem with this is that if I have my
photo taken next to a woman more beautiful and thinner than I am
then I’m convinced I’ll appear fat and ugly in comparison, and that
will make my companion seem less intelligent, less attractive and
less successful etc – so we’re not exactly doing each other any
favours, are we? I guess that’s why I appear on my own in most of
my pictures.

The veteran paparazzo took the picture.
He shrugged, and I shrugged back. Hey ho. I knew the picture would
never show up anywhere, but I still wondered how I looked. Had I
gone to seed? It was only four years ago that I was a regular in
the magazines. Hardly anyone recognised me now even though I looked
exactly the same, but I might as well have had a face-lift and a
body transplant, or a face transplant and a body-lift, for all the
recognition I got. Even on the rare occasions when someone
remembered me they always said, ‘Didn’t you used to be somebody?’
I’m only 23, for Christ’s sake.

As I was about to enter
the club with my clients, a smiling guy sprang out of a doorway. He
was about my age, wearing a leather box-jacket, and a pork-pie hat.
Green felt-tip-pen marks were scrawled on his left cheek. He handed
me a badge advertising a band called The
Bleak Morts.

‘Never heard of them,’
I said.

‘They’re hot,’ he
replied in a fake Cockney accent. I could tell it was fake because
it sounded exactly like a male version of the fake Cockney accent I
sometimes used ‘Get in before the crowd,’ he said. ‘They’ve just
signed a mega-deal.’

‘Where are they
playing?’

‘Invitation only. When
the time’s right, I’ll let you know.’

I smiled at him because I realised he
was a phoney: there was no band, no gig, no mega-deal. He must have
known I’d twigged him because he gave me a knowing wink. I
contemplated sticking out my tongue in that uniquely seductive way
of mine then thought better of it after my earlier disaster.
Instead, I took the badge from him, pinned it on my lapel and said
I was looking forward to the gig.

‘What’s your name?’ he
asked.

‘I’m Sophie.
You?’

He grinned mischievously. ‘I’m
Ligger.’

I had to laugh at that. ‘You mean you
hang around backstage, pretend to be the best friend of stars, and
eat and drink all their goodies?’

‘Sophie, you know me so
well I want to marry you.’ He took my hand and planted a romantic
kiss on the back.

I felt myself blushing. There was
something about him I really liked.

‘I bet I can make you
remember me forever,’ he said. He leaned over and gently tugged one
of my earlobes.

I stared at him, baffled – and quite
turned on.

‘That’s called an
anchor gesture,’ he said. ‘If ever you tug that ear in the future,
you’ll automatically remember me. You won’t be able to help
yourself. I’m in your life now and there’s nothing you can do about
it. Scary, huh?’

‘Do you do this with
every girl you meet?’

He smiled. ‘No, you’re the first, and
the last. It’s a one-time deal for the girl of my dreams.’ He
tipped his hat at me and I was sure a little part of me had just
fallen in love. I thought of giving him a hug, but instead I
snatched his hat and put it on.

‘Well, that’s
my anchor gesture,’ I
said and sauntered off with my new headgear.

Inside the club, the
staff were as professional as ever and, as I signed in my clients,
we all nodded at each other in that comradely way we’d cultivated
over many months. After all, we were all in the same game: faking
away like there was no fake tomorrow, pretending our clientele were
ice-cool in Alex, or something like that. We were so phoney we
thought making phone calls was the ultimate phoniness, just because
the words sounded the same. The girls were all dressed in Christina
Aguilera leather chaps and tiny knickers à la her legendary
Dirrty video. As for the
guys, they were Latino hot in tight Mariachi outfits.

The club had four floors: a wine and
champagne bar at the top, a spirits, cocktails and beer bar in the
basement and two dance floors in between, one for ‘classic’ tunes
and the other for contemporary stuff. I always took clients to the
classic floor since most apparently believed time stopped,
inexplicably, around 1981.

As we reached the dance
floor, I was overjoyed to see the Olympic synchronised swimmers in
the centre of the action, performing a dry-land version of one of
their most spectacular routines to Abba’s Dancing Queen. They were all wearing
low-slung hipster jeans, showing off their sparkling gold thongs,
which matched their twinkly bikini tops. Of course, things being
the way they were, they were not real Olympians, had never been
near a synchronised swimming event and, quite possibly, had never
even been in a swimming pool.

A year ago, Cathy, their leader, was
bemoaning with her three friends why they could never attract
wealthy men who would treat them to the finer things in life. The
problem, she realised, was that they had no unique selling point.
The remedy, naturally, was to fake one. Perhaps synchronised
swimming wasn’t the most logical choice but it seemed to tune into
something deep in the male psyche. Men, somehow, couldn’t resist
the allure of synchronised swimmers. Perhaps they imagined four
naked, beautiful girls with gorgeously toned and tuned bodies,
performing elaborate synchronised sexual manoeuvres. And what
better than Olympic competitors? The biggest lies are so much more
believable than the small truths. I think Hitler said that.

The girls swept their hair away from
their faces and tied it back in ponytails, vaguely making them look
as though they were wearing swimming caps, and somehow that was
sufficient for them to look the part. So, rich men were now falling
over themselves to seduce them.

Cathy and her friends
weren’t strikingly beautiful; their bodies were shapely but not
exactly athletic; their personalities were nothing remarkable. But,
in the fake world, who was looking, and who cared? In the fake
world, they were the most desirable of women because they were
members of the British Olympic synchronised swimming team. They had
learned that the only way to become who you want to be is to fake
it. Personally, I think Cary Grant summed it up best when he
said: I pretended to be somebody I wanted
to be until finally I became that person. Or he became
me.

Recognising a kindred spirit, I
befriended Cathy and arranged to steer a constant supply of my rich
clients in her direction. Now, I pointed my Wall Streeters her way,
knowing everything was going to be fine. I could relax.

Yeah, right.
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Conning the Conmen

 


Glancing up, I
saw Teri Flint and Tamsin Creswell heading towards me across the
dance floor. My direct competitors, they were trying to squeeze me
out of the entertainment-consultancy business, but I was determined
not to let those peroxide bitches beat me. I stared at their
spooky, Botox-assisted faces with their frozen smiles that looked
as though they’d been transplanted from the undead, and their
overdone red lipstick from the Coco the Clown school of make-up,
and tried to find my most nonchalant expression.

‘Hi, Sophie,’ they
said, in that completely phoney way of theirs. They were wearing
identical designer dresses – silver creations that hung in an odd,
lifeless way.

‘Hi, Teri and Tamsin,’
I answered with equal phoniness.

‘Hey, nice coat,’ Teri
said. ‘Has the season at Butlins ended now?’

They did a twirl for me, revealing that
their dresses were backless and plunged all the way down to their
bums; in fact, several inches lower. Neither of them was wearing
even a hint of underwear. Jesus, they must have been at least 29.
Mutton, lamb etc.

‘Still pulling that
dreadful synchronised swimming scam?’ Teri said.

‘We don’t see you
around too much, these days,’ Tamsin chimed in. ‘Business not so
good?’

‘At least I can still
afford knickers.’

‘Let me guess,’ Tamsin
retorted. ‘White lace with stretch. Three for a tenner from
M&S.’

Damn. I couldn’t believe I’d had to
stop shopping at Agent Provocateur
as part of a feeble economy drive.

‘Look what I picked
up.’ Teri brandished a copy of the brochure that I gave to
potential clients. ‘Do people actually swallow this?’ She
flicked to the introduction and
started reading my blurb aloud in a mocking,
squeaky voice:

‘Hi, I’m Sophie of
Beauté du Diable
and I’m here to make sure you have the best time while you’re on
vacation here in sensational London. I’m the princess of pleasure,
the queen of quality, the empress of ecstasy. I’ll arrange all your
fun for you; open those secret doors that only the connected can
access. In no time at all, you’ll be in the centre of the hottest
action, surrounded by the rich and famous, rubbing shoulders with
the brightest stars. My many satisfied clients know exactly what I
offer – the most unforgettable night of your life.

‘Don’t worry about the
party list – with me by your side, you’re already on
it.’

‘The princess of
pleasure,’ Teri repeated with a witchy cackle.

‘Who in their right
mind calls their company Beauté du
Diable?’ Tamsin said. ‘I don’t even know
what that means.’

‘Devil’s
Beauty, actually.’

‘Black magic orgies,
right? Is that your secret ingredient?’

‘You wouldn’t
understand.’ I resisted the temptation to stick my tongue out at
them.

They smirked, started doing
synchronised swimming gestures with their hands and went away
giggling, breast-stroking their way through the throng of
dancers.

A few minutes later, my night had
managed to get worse. A fat guy with a small head, red bulging eyes
and creepy little chalk-white hands cornered me.

‘Hey, Sophie York,’ he
said.

‘Yeah?’ I replied. He
stared at me too long, so I switched on my bullshit
detector.

‘I’m, uh, an old
acquaintance.’

‘Sure you are.’ I tried
to work out his angle. A conman? A stalker? Did almost-forgotten
C-listers get them?

There was a curiously pained looked in
his eyes, as though I’d offended him. ‘OK, I’ll come clean. I’m a
journalist.’ He didn’t look anything like a journalist, but what
did they look like anyway? Apart from the rancid black hearts,
obviously. ‘I’m doing a piece on…’

‘Let me guess – the
London party scene.’ Six months ago, I’d been interviewed for an
article for the lifestyle section of The
Sunday Times. The article was called,
‘Extreme Pleasure: the Search for the Perfect High. (Adventures of
modern city girls seeking their personal Xanadu.)’ I said to the
journalist that everyone I knew was dissatisfied because they were
certain others were having more fun. My ‘solution’ was to try as
many exotic experiences as possible. Then at least you could feel
you hadn’t missed out on anything. Trouble was, missing out was
precisely what I was good at these days.

‘Nothing to do with
that,’ the journo replied. ‘It’s your appearance on
Monarch of the Jungle.’

Shit.

Everyone has done
something they regret. For some, their regret is epic. I was
invited onto the show because…well, I liked to call it a long
story, but it was actually rather short – I shagged a boxer the
night before his title fight, and when he proceeded to lose before
the bell rang for the end of the first round, he had the cheek to
blame me: the meaningless, rubbish bonk
that cost me the heavyweight title, as he
later describe it. So, instant infamy for Sophie.
Anyway, I was too keen on the alcohol lavished on
us by the producers and I stripped off and did a stupid disco dance
in the middle of the jungle on a live broadcast. Being surrounded
by long-tailed monkeys pulling down my skimpy shorts as I gyrated
like a Bratz Doll on speed ensured I was tabloid front-page news
the next day and for many days after. It was a slow news period,
obviously. Ex-public-schoolgirl discovers
where the monkeys hid their nuts, one
caption read, rather cryptically.

‘I don’t like talking
about that,’ I
said.

‘I’m sure you don’t. A
lot of people didn’t know why you were on the show in the first
place. I mean, what had you ever done? If I remember right, you got
expelled from Roedean, screwed some loser-man boxer and showed up
at lots of parties. I don’t think that even qualified you as
F-list.’

‘For your information,
Leroy fought for the WBC world heavyweight title.’

‘Yeah, but he was
knocked out in the first round and vanished without trace. You
dropped him like a brick – or is that prick? – straight afterwards, didn’t
you?’

‘Leroy and I had a
difference of…’ I stared at this obnoxious little man. ‘It’s none
of your business.’

‘If I were you, I’d
co-operate. You know what happens otherwise.’

In my boots, I was taller than he was,
so I tried to look down on him as much as I could. ‘You people are
scum. I don’t know how you can live with yourselves.’

‘Look who’s talking.
All you do is take gullible bankers for a ride. With the prices
you’re charging, you’d think you’d be offering something a lot
classier than this dive. It was fashionable two years ago, but
nowadays…’

‘Screw
you.’ I was confident that no one had ever
nicknamed this guy Funderella, and just as certain that
nobody had hugged and kissed him after joyously announcing that he
provided London’s best full slipper service after midnight. OK, I
didn’t know what that meant exactly when a client said it to me,
but I appreciated the thought anyway (I think!).

He had a copy of my brochure and
started waving it in the air. I was a parasite, he said, a rip-off
artist, a snake-oil saleswoman, a 24-carat freeloading fraud.

I knew what this bastard was really up
to. He was doing one of those mocking articles about what happened
to such and such non-entity after their brief spell in the
spotlight ended. What sad, pathetic life did they fall into?

‘I’m not playing your
dumb game. Print whatever you like.’

Minutes later, I was sitting in the
centre cubicle of the big loos in the foyer, having an imaginary
cigarette. I couldn’t stand actual cigarettes, and, hey, they were
banned in public places now anyway, but I found that holding two
fingers in front of my mouth as if I were smoking was oddly
relaxing.

Fucking
journalists.

It took me three
fantasy cigarettes to calm down, but the imaginary smoke made my
eyes water. I was a conwoman, a horrible cow in every way.

The main door opened and I heard the
click clack of stilettos. Two voices – unmistakably Teri and
Tamsin’s – boomed out.

‘She’s just so vulgar,
darling,’ Teri brayed. ‘I mean, you’d think she’d have some class,
being a Roedean girl and all that, but she’s such an oik. Her
clothes are ghastly, her make-up awful, her sense of style – how
shall we say – more Primark
than Prada.’

‘Well, her sister was
the special one, of course. Such a tragedy. Ophelia would have been
so embarrassed by how her little sister turned out. If she’d still
been around, she would have taken Sophie in hand and sorted her
out, made her one of us.’

‘Absolutely,’ Teri
agreed. ‘It’s the one thing that makes me feels sorry for Sophie.
Otherwise, I wouldn’t give her the time of day.’

I stubbed out my
non-existent fag and started to stew. I couldn’t believe I was
having to listen to this toxic tittle-tattle. Should I storm out of
my cubicle and stop the bitch fest in its tracks? But I was too
gutless. To top it all off, I loathed hearing about my perfect
sister, and, even worse, I missed her so much. Would she really
have been ashamed of me? I could never live up to Ophelia. I’d
always be in her shadow, smothered, blotted out,
erased.

I waited for Tweedledum
and Tweedledee to leave, and tried to think positive thoughts.
Unfortunately, all I got were negatives. I was particularly
dreading the meeting with my bank that they’d insisted on
scheduling for nine am the next morning. 9
am? Did such a time really exist? Their
letter said lots of other things, but I couldn’t bear to read it
all. At least I didn’t have to worry about my clients. Cathy and
her crew wouldn’t let them stray far.

I left the cubicle, touched up my
makeup, tipped up my chin, and sauntered into the main foyer with
magnificent fake nonchalance. I stood in front of the club’s
proudest memento, a large photo of Hollywood heart-throbs Sam
Lincoln and Jez Easton opening the club. It was thanks to them that
the club became the place to be seen for a few vital months. Even
though that was almost two years ago, the club still traded on its
link with the two superstars.

I always stopped to
stare at the photo because it was so exciting to think that Sam was
once in this club, standing right here. He was my number one
fantasy hunk. Well, every woman’s, I suppose, given that he was
Hollywood’s hottest star. I had been a fan ever since I saw him
butt naked in The Eye of
Sumatra: me and three billion other women,
I guess. It was love at first sight for all of womankind. It didn’t
do any harm that he had no kit on, of course. Talk about a perfect
body; slim, athletic, a six-pack, just the right amount of muscle,
buns to die for and a swinging dick that didn’t scare the horses,
but made you tingle in all the right places.

Having A-list stars like Sam as my
clients would answer all my prayers, but, right now, I had more
chance of making the two Ts’ frozen foreheads wrinkle than of
getting anywhere near a god like Sam.

‘I’ve met him,’ a voice
said.

I spun round and found
myself in the company of a tall, skinny man with a shaved head,
wearing a beautiful navy-blue Italian suit and an open-necked black
shirt. He smiled and introduced himself as John Adams, head
of Captain Toper
Records, a major independent label with a
track record of spotting new talent.

‘So, is he divine?’ I
loved hearing snippets about Sam.

‘He’s a
cunt.’

I was momentarily stunned. How dare he
talk about Sam like that? ‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m sure you know all
about cunts,’ Adams said in a way that I didn’t like at all. ‘I met
Lincoln at an MTV awards ceremony. He didn’t have a clue about
music. Spent the whole time saying he was fed up, and moaning about
how nothing got him juiced any more. Like I say, a real pain in the
arse.’

‘Yeah, I hear he speaks
highly of you too.’

‘I’m not the only one
he’s pissed off. Word is there’s a contract out on him.’

I stared hard at Adams’ face to spot
any telltale signs that he was having me on, but he actually seemed
serious. ‘You mean the Mafia’s going to bump him off just because
they think he’s a jerk?’

‘Oh, nothing so crude.
This is a unique contract. There are no gangsters involved. Quite
the reverse.’

‘In what way?’ This
baffled me. A contract where no one got hurt, was that what he was
suggesting? By people who were the reverse of gangsters?
What?

He smiled in an odd way. ‘Ah, that
would be telling.’ His smile grew even creepier. ‘Of course, if you
want to get near Lincoln you have to get past the biggest bastard
on earth – Mr Harry Mencken.’

I didn’t like this Mr
Adams at all. I pointed at my badge for The Bleak Morts. ‘Here’s a hot tip
for you,’ I said. ‘These guys are sensational. A&R men are all
over them.’ I took it off and pushed it into his palm.

‘Hey, thanks, I’ll
check them out.’ He wouldn’t let go of my hand. ‘One good turn
deserves another. I have a very special tip for you. Mencken is
having a soiree in The Gherkin tomorrow. You never know who might
be among his guests.’

For a second I was taken aback, then I
stuck my hand in my pocket and brought out the card the courier
gave me in Trafalgar Square.

Adams glanced at it and shrugged. ‘Oh,
you already have an invitation.’

‘So, this is
kosher?’

‘You must have friends
in high places. Those things are like gold dust.’

‘You know me,’ I
answered, but I was baffled.

‘Careful what you wish
for,’ he said, peering at me. ‘If you don’t know what you’re
looking for, you never know what you’ll find.’

Asshole, I muttered under my breath
and made my escape, clutching my card. To think I’d almost thrown
it away. Now I was seriously intrigued.

When I reached the top-floor bar, I was
delighted to see the synchronised swimmers and Wall Streeters in
happy union. They were sitting at a circular table – swimmer,
banker, swimmer, banker, all the way round – with bottles of Krug
scattered between them. That meant my evening was over, bar the
goodbyes and arranging for hooking up tomorrow for the fond
farewells – and large tips, hopefully – at the airport.

I went over and spoke to my clients and
they gushed all over me, saying how wonderful the evening had been
and what amazing luck it was to find the British Olympic
synchronised swimming team here.

Cathy winked at me and I could tell she
wanted a private word. I leant over and she whispered, ‘Hey, are
you having a reunion?’

‘I beg your
pardon?’

‘Come on, Sophie – I
saw you talking to Tommy Miller earlier.’

‘No, I was speaking to
John Adams.’

‘Who? I’m talking about
the guy you were chatting with before you went to the
loo.’

‘You mean the
journalist?’

‘Journalist? Oh, Sophs,
you’ve let him do another routine on you, haven’t you?’

‘Tommy
Miller?’ I repeated. The name still meant
nothing to me, but slowly…bloody hell! Tommy Miller was even more
of a nobody than I was. One practical joke at a Manchester United
game when he managed to sneak onto the pitch disguised as the
referee was his sole claim to fame. Somehow, that got him onto
the Monarch of the
Jungle, but it didn’t save him from being
voted off on the first day. If I were F-list, he’d be lucky to make
row Z of the why-the-hell-is-this-person-famous parade. I was
amazed Cathy actually remembered him. After all, I was on the same
show and I’d completely forgotten him.

I’d been outfaked by a bigger fake than
I was. Jesus, were there no real people any more? Then I realised
something else. The mystery card must be a fake too. Adams and
Miller were probably in on it together. In the kingdom of fakes,
anything that’s not fake isn’t just unlikely: it’s impossible.
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The Debit Side

 


‘Miss who?’ the
receptionist said. ‘OK, take a seat, someone will be with you
shortly.’

I wondered how I’d come
to be in an industrial estate in Hounslow, one of the shabbiest
parts of London. I was wearing high heels, a white blouse, a black
pencil skirt with matching fitted black jacket, and was feeling far
too power-dressed for this kind of place. The letter I received the
previous morning said if I failed to present myself at the offices
of Far Havens Financial Services
at the appointed time ‘serious consequences will
follow.’ So here I was, coping as best as I could with the strange
world of 9 am.

I’d travelled here by
Tube and was amused to see stickers for Ligger’s band
The Bleak Morts plastered
everywhere. I’d smiled when I found myself tugging my ear – Ligger
had well and truly anchored me! But I wasn’t smiling now. I cursed
my former business mentor Peter Henson for condemning me to this
Hounslow hell. Several months ago, Henson abruptly sold his
business interests to Far Havens
and left the country, though one gossip column
said ‘fled’ might be more like it. All I knew was that his little
empire was now in much less well-scrubbed hands. My quarterly
meetings in prestigious offices in Regent Street were well and
truly over. The VIP treatment had been replaced by anonymous,
computer-generated, urgent summons to this grim, pre-fabricated
block of concrete, or plastic or whatever.

The walls were covered
with timeless slogans such as Get it right
first time every time; There is nothing permanent except change; Not revolution but
evolution; Total
Quality Management; We respect each other;
We are creative;
We are loyal;
Our vision is…blah
blah; Our mission statement
is…snore. Best of all was:
We are always happy.

Bring back Peter
Henson! I didn’t care if he was a crook. I first met him when he
came to one of my parties. He told me he was a venture capitalist
running an incubator business. I’d looked dozily blank and he’d
laughed and explained that it was a collection of small start-up
companies that he’d taken under his wing. He was nurturing them
until they could be floated on the Stock Market to generate a
whacking great profit for him. Now he was looking for a business in
the luxury entertainment field. He wanted a charming service,
emphasising the personal touch, that he could recommend to wealthy
clients. Ultimately, he wanted to replicate the service in every
British city. It sounded good to me and three months later, thanks
to the business plan he put together for me, Beauté du
Diable was up and running.

‘Miss, er…please come
this way.’ A man in a shiny grey suit stood at the far doorway and
beckoned me through. He had a face that
appeared to lack the muscles necessary for smiling.

It depressed me how few
people recognised me these days. For a few weeks back in my
Monarch glory days,
everyone knew me. My face was plastered over every tabloid, albeit
usually accompanied by asses’ ears, a dunce’s cap, or assorted
comical vegetables. Now all that attention had gone. I was
anonymous, a nobody, a big fat zero. It’s funny but if everyone
else ignores you, you sort of start to ignore yourself
too.

I got up and followed
the shiny-suit man into a small office. In front of him was a
framed photograph of, I assumed, his wife and two children standing
outside a dreary church. Yuk!

‘Well, Miss Yoker, I’ve
gone through your accounts and…’

‘It’s Miss York,
actually. Sophie York.’

He looked at me as though he’d just
discovered I’d burned his house down.

‘You’re not Miss Jenny
Yoker?’

‘I just told
you.’

‘So what are you doing
in my office?’

‘But you…’

‘We all have to take
individual responsibility.’

‘What?’

‘You’re here about
arranging a loan for quarter of a million pounds, using your
holiday home in North Wales as security…’

‘No, I’m here about
arranging an extra fifty thousand…’

‘Why didn’t you say? I
never deal with anything below a hundred.’

‘But I…’

‘Remember, Miss Yoker,
personal responsibility. It really isn’t good enough.’

I stood up then stomped back to
reception and explained there had been some mistake.

The receptionist gazed at me for
several seconds before muttering, ‘Not Miss Yoker?’ several times
as though it were some religious chant. ‘Are you sure?’

I breathed in hard.

She got up and sauntered out of the
front door. For a moment, I thought she’d abandoned me and gone for
lunch in a nearby Grotsville café. A few seconds later, a man came
in and sat down in her seat.

‘Who are you?’ he
asked. He had a narrow mouth that looked painted on. ‘I have no
record of any appointment.’

‘I have the letter
right here.’

He glanced at it then handed it back.
‘Let me look you up on the computer.’

I waited expectantly, but all he did
was glare at me.

‘Your appointment was
with Debt not Loans,’ he said eventually. ‘You’ve been sent twelve
letters in the last three months. Debt is through the main doors
and on the right. I should point out that this organisation does
not appreciate time wasters.’

When I followed his directions, I found
myself in a vast call centre filled with scores of bland,
featureless little booths sectioned off by clip-together partition
walls in a dreary blue-grey colour. An army of people dressed in
1970s disco gear populated the booths. They were yelling at each
other in what sounded like Polish or Russian, or perhaps it was
just estuary English. Every now and again, someone screamed and
squeezed a klaxon horn, making everyone else stop to clap.

In one corner, several of the staff
were dressed in an assortment of revealing nightwear and were
playing a game that looked like it might degenerate into an orgy at
any second. I’d heard about a new craze among schoolchildren called
daisy chaining whereby each kid had to connect with the genitals of
the person next to them in the circle while each schoolgirl
chanted, ‘He loves me, he loves me not.’ I think these grown-ups
were trying to keep up with the latest craze, but they kept falling
over in a heap.

Someone tapped me on
the shoulder. When I turned round I encountered a middle-aged man
with a serious dandruff problem, but that was the least of his
worries – he was dressed as John Travolta from Saturday Night Fever.

He shot me a furious
look. ‘Come off it, the memo said everyone. You know what happens to
non-team players.’

‘I…er…I’m looking for
Debts.’

He shrugged. ‘I shouldn’t be helping
you since you’re not playing the game, but it’s in the corner over
there.’

I hurried away before he tried to make
me join in and soon found myself in another reception area, this
time unstaffed. An electronic sign said, ‘Please take a number. Do
not enter until your number is shown.’

Irritated, since no one
else was waiting, I snatched a ticket from the dispensing machine,
sat down and picked up an internal company magazine. The first
article gave the history of Far Havens
Financial Services. Apparently, it began as
a debt recovery agency then rapidly expanded by buying up a psychic
TV channel, a soft-porn premium rate chat line, a lap-dancing club,
a Lithuanian bank, a Latvian estate agency, a Russian ‘Protection’
firm and, last and definitely not least as far as I was concerned,
a small portfolio of businesses collected by one Peter Henson.
Although I liked to call Far Havens
a bank, I think that was rather stretching
things.

Number 61
flashed up on the board and at last I entered the
Debt department.

The office was large and modern. The
man sitting behind the maple table wore a designer black suit and a
pink shirt with crimson tie. Beneath his early-stage comb-over, two
black eyes stared out with all the compassion of a Great White
shark.

‘I’m James Graveson,’
he said. ‘Your business is one hundred
thousand pounds in debt.’

‘I’m Sophie
York.’

‘Do you think we don’t
know who our customers are?’

‘There’s no way I’m in
that amount of debt.’

‘We’ve been sending you
weekly statements. The last time you met your scheduled repayment
was over six months ago.’

‘It’s a bad time,’ I
said feebly. ‘The terrorist scares and…’

‘Your apartment in
Mayfair costs seventeen hundred pounds per week,’ he interrupted.
‘You have a Renault Clio V6 255 sports car. Then there are your
well-used accounts with Harrods, Harvey Nichols, and Versace, to
name just the top three. Your accounts show that you have a
surprising number of “business contacts” on monthly
retainers.’

‘Those are my spotters.
I need good lookouts in the big hotels and top bars to get my share
of the juiciest clients arriving in London. It’s a business
expense.’

‘Right now, Miss York,
you scarcely have a business.’ He picked up a summary sheet,
licking his lips with all the creepiness of Dracula’s most loyal
attendant. His face wrinkled, as if he’d sucked on something sour
yet strangely delicious. ‘I see you’re one of the clients that the
reputable Mr Henson bequeathed to us.’

He started talking about break-even
points and business projections and blah de blah. I wasn’t
following, but I think he said my apartment was costing £100,000
pounds a year, all told. My total annual outgoings were…did he
actually say a hundred and fifty grand? Had they reinvented maths
on the planet he lived on? I was apparently supposed to have an
average of three or four clients per week to stay afloat. Come to
think of it, wasn’t that what Henson told me too?

‘Mr Henson anticipated
that you would have fifteen to twenty clients per week, bringing in
a healthy profit and allowing you to expand, but…’ Graveson
squinted at his sheet of paper. ‘Your total number of clients for
the whole of this year has been – let me see now – a veritable
legion of, ahem, thirty-seven.’

I rolled my eyes.
Entertainment consultancy wasn’t some baked beans production line.
It was art.
Someone like Graveson could never understand. My business revolved
around pleasure, extravagance, dreams – the things that no doubt
sprinted fast in the opposite direction whenever he showed his
tedious face. I felt like telling him to get the express plane back
to his ancestral home in Transylvania.

‘You suffer from SSS,’
he said.

‘What?’

‘Spontaneous Spending
Syndrome. It means you’re psychologically
unable to save. You live for today and ignore whether or not you
can fund your lifestyle. When times are good you spend freely,
refusing to save a penny. When times are bad you spend just as
freely. These considerations have had an inevitable
consequence.’

‘Which is?’ My voice
had become reedy.

‘You’ve been placed on
our high-risk register.’

High-risk register? ‘OK, this year
hasn’t been great. Things are slow right now, but the summer
season’s only just started. I could…’ Truth was I needed a big hit
soon. There was no disguising that business was dire and I had a
scarily big overdraft. My luxury Mayfair apartment was the real
killer but a move to the sticks was unthinkable. I couldn’t
function without a prestigious address. I often used my apartment
for introductory drinks and little soirees. The notion of dragging
clients out to some godforsaken place like Hammersmith…the very
thought!

Graveson stared at me. ‘Do you really
believe you’re cut out for this kind of job?’

What was he on about? I was
presentable, I had a nice accent, I’d been to Roedean. I was even
an ex-celebrity.

‘You strike me as
strictly second division,’ he said.

I couldn’t believe I
was stuck in Hounslow in an industrial rabbit hutch full of ageing
disco stars listening to the cheerleader of the undead telling me I
was second division. I guess when you’re sitting in the losers’
lounge the last thing you want to do is admit it. I once crossed
paths with a depressing IT Director who said ‘snafu’ all the
time. Situation normal – all fucked
up. That pretty much summed it
up.

‘I can’t see any big
star ever asking for your services,’ Graveson said. ‘Can
you?’

Well, I dreamt about it every night.
Wasn’t that good enough?

‘Miss York, you have a
fortnight to pay off half your debt. If you fail, we’re pulling the
plug. No further monies will be advanced to you by
Far Havens Financial Services and your situation will be passed over to our Recovery
department for appropriate action.’

I think he could see that his words had
bounced off my head, hit the ceiling and scattered meaninglessly
around me. If it had been someone else, I might have thought he was
putting me on, but Graveson plainly wasn’t the joking type.

‘Frankly, I have little
doubt you will be declared bankrupt within weeks. To be clear, your
landlord will evict you, the bailiffs will seize any goods that can
be sold, and the only shopping you’ll be doing from then on will be
strictly of the window type.’

My body temperature was
plummeting. So, shitcreek had finally arrived. In a matter of days,
I’d be surrounded by discarded pizza boxes and empty bottles of gin
as I stared forlornly at the poster of Sam Lincoln in my bedroom.
My life was disintegrating. I had two weeks to find fifty grand or
I’d be drinking snafu au lait
in the losers’ lounge for the rest of my life. And
gorgeous Sam definitely wouldn’t be joining me there.
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Stick ‘Em Up

 


‘I‘ve got it –
a heist! That’s
the fastest way to get the big bucks you need. We could wear Bonnie
and Clyde gear. I’d look great in a beret and a maxi-skirt, with a
Tommy gun slung over my shoulder.’

Jane, apart from being
my closest friend and a worryingly enthusiastic fan of gangster
movies, was also my self-appointed career adviser. She could be
relied on for less than practical suggestions, but at least she
always gave me her shoulder to cry on. It was just as well she had
a job in PR because that meant that after hearing my meltdown news
she’d been able to leave work early (‘Work? – what’s that,
dahling,’ as she liked to
say in her best Marlene Dietrich accent) and take me to our regular
wine bar to drown my sorrows in the traditional liquid
manner.

She was wearing a blue tartan outfit
that made her look like a Scottish airhostess. Tall, slim,
big-busted with flowing auburn hair and large green eyes, her main
feature – according to her – was a set of pouting lips that men
found irresistible. We’d known each other since schooldays but I’d
never personally observed this lip effect. Breasts yes, lips
no.

Unfortunately, Jane had managed to drag
along one of her tedious colleagues. Becky Rogers – a mousy
creature with fat ankles – was a shrill Sussex girl with a penchant
for Burberry. Today, she sported a Burberry jacket with matching
mini-skirt, high heels and handbag. When she uncrossed her legs, I
was unfortunate enough to glimpse Burberry knickers. Well, at least
she wasn’t commando. Small mercies, I suppose.

‘Gangster chic is
brill,’ Becky announced. ‘We could be Reservoir Bitches and go on a
robbing spree all over the South-East.’ As she started to bray
hysterically, she attracted the attention of two City types
standing at the bar drinking tequila, vodka and Red Bulls. Jesus,
TVRs – so passé.

I glanced around in
irritation. The bar – The Last Reel
– was a converted warehouse with cherry-wood
floorboards, rough brick walls and stylish furniture in assorted
chocolate, plum and raspberry. I always felt like having fruit
salad and ice cream when I came here, but not today. Graveson had
ensured I was on a major downer.

I couldn’t believe Jane had given her
colleague a full briefing on my financial woes. It wouldn’t have
been so bad if Becky could offer constructive advice, but the only
helpful thing she’d done so far was buy the first bottle of white
wine. The alcohol had gone straight to her head, judging by the way
she was giggling and throwing flirtatious hair-flicks at the two
City Slickers, or Shitty Lickers as I preferred to call them on
account of their well-known feeble sexual technique.

‘Magic bus time again,
huh?’ Jane said.

She was right – my mythical bus was
exactly what I needed now. Fifty grand in a couple of weeks?
Impossible.

‘I’ve got it,’ Jane
said. ‘You could do an outrageous novelty act that people would pay
thousands to see. How about your own version of the singing
vaginas? We could team you up with one of those hunks from that
pop-opera group from X-Factor.’

I smiled indulgently.

‘The singing
whats?’ Becky spluttered.

As Jane explained, I couldn’t help
fidgeting. I had a nagging feeling there was something important
that I ought to be thinking about. Too much damned alcohol had
frazzled my brain.

‘Gross,’ Becky said,
making a gagging gesture as Jane finished off the
anecdote.

What had I forgotten? A get-out-of-jail
card hopefully.

‘Sophie, won’t your
parents lend you some money?’ Becky said. ‘They must be rich if
they could afford to send you to Roedean.’

Images of my schooldays
drifted into my mind like rolling fog. Ah, dear, sweet Roedean. My
parents had decided that because the school was in such a beautiful location
on the Sussex Downs, it was the perfect setting for a
‘genteel’ young lady. Not so perfect when I was expelled at 16, of
course.

I still remembered the
letter sent by the head teacher to my parents. It said I’d fallen
under the spell of a troublemaker and was naïve, gullible and
suggestible to a dangerous extent. I apparently had no moral
backbone and was easily led astray by more dominant personalities.
That wasn’t the end of it. I was allegedly fascinated by the wrong
side of the law, naturally aligned myself with undesirables and had
amoral tendencies. I dreaded that they might mention what had
happened to my sister as a mitigating factor, but there wasn’t a
word about it. I couldn’t have stomached her being dragged into it.
The comparison.

‘Sophie still maintains
she did nothing wrong,’ the letter concluded. ‘She hasn’t
cooperated with our investigation. This is unacceptable to the
governors of this school. Therefore we have no option but to expel
Sophie.’

It seemed a bit harsh when my only
offence was helping my best friend get in a bit of bonking with her
fit boyfriend. Jane had embarked on a major pash with a farm-boy
from a local village and it was my job to help with the cover-up. I
still didn’t know how we were rumbled. Anyway, what did I do that
was so wrong? OK, I secretly watched a few times but that hardly
made me amoral; more of a voyeur.

Strangely, my dad told me he was proud
of me for not betraying my friend, even though I could have saved
myself if I had.

‘Don’t forget, the
world hates a snitch,’ he said. ‘People of good breeding
never break the bond of honour with their
friends.’

I think that was the
last time he was ever proud of me. He didn’t like it that after
educating me so expensively I ended up as nothing better than an
office temp. Partying was all I was good at and that’s how I
eventually came to the attention of the tabloids, especially when I
had my brief liaison with Leroy. Some of
them called me an IT girl. Often, they changed that to SH-IT girl and claimed it was a
spell-check error.

‘Er, Roedean’s a touchy
subject,’ Jane whispered to Becky. ‘Let’s just say Sophie doesn’t
see much of her parents these days and leave it at
that.’

Much? Not at all. They
were distinctly unimpressed with my party antics. My mum was in the
WI and my dad was well connected with the local church, playing the
organ at the weekly Sunday bore-a-thon. I’d become a permanent
embarrassment to them. Monarch of the
Jungle was the final straw.
So, the answer to Becky’s question was that the
family money trough had long since dried up.

In the circumstances, there was only
one thing to be done. ‘Champagne,’ I said, frantically waving at
the nearest waiter.

I reached into my pocket for my purse.
As I took it out, something fell on the floor. In a flash, Jane
snatched it up. It was the card I was given at Trafalgar
Square.

Jane read it aloud: ‘Sophie York.
Winner or Loser? One-time opportunity.’

Winner or loser? According to Graveson,
there was only one answer to that.

‘It’s a fake,’ I
announced. ‘That bastard Tommy Miller set it up. I bumped into him
last night. He’s on my case for some reason.’

‘Tommy Miller doesn’t
have the class,’ Jane answered. ‘This card is really high quality.
It’s bona fide, I’m certain.’

She handed it back to
me, and I held it up to the light. The gold letters were
entrancing. They seemed to be genuine gold leaf. There was no
question it was beautifully crafted. It did seem improbable that
Tommy Miller could have produced something so stylish, and I’d
never totally convinced myself that he and the Captain Toper guy
John Adams knew each other. But did that mean it genuinely
was an invite to a soiree
thrown by a Hollywood big shot? Maybe, somehow, I’d come to the
attention of the right people and I was being welcomed into the
in-crowd. My magic bus arriving at last?

‘You can still make it
to The Gherkin,’ Jane said, glancing at her watch.

I wasn’t surprised the card appealed to
Jane with those gangster instincts of hers, but I hadn’t signed up
with her criminal fraternity just yet. Besides, I’d told my
American clients I’d see them off at Heathrow. I didn’t have to,
but it was bad form not to, and, besides, what about the tips?

‘I’m picturing the guy
who sent you this,’ Jane went on. ‘He’s an eccentric millionaire, a
recluse who suddenly wants to party. One of your clients told him
how fabulous you are.’

‘It’s probably from a
crank,’ Becky said sniffily, taking the card from Jane. ‘It might
even be a kidnapper. Who knows, maybe a serial killer?’

Gee,
thanks.

‘Come off it, Becks,’
Jane said with a snigger. ‘Since when did serial killers work in
The Gherkin? She slammed back the rest of her champagne and smacked
her lips with satisfaction. ‘Emphasise the positive, Sophs. Here,
I’ll give you another theory.’

Sitting back, she cupped her chin.
‘He’s a distinguished older man, rich and self-confident, someone
who gets off on pulling people’s strings, always looking for new
blood for his glamorous operations. He’s an A-lister who deals only
with the best. He wants to find out if you’re the right stuff.’

‘What about a Hollywood
producer?’ I ventured.

‘You can’t be serious,’
Becky spluttered into her wine.

I was sure she was weighing up whether
she should sneer openly at me or try for a more subtle form of
contempt.

‘No offence, Sophie,’
she said offensively, ‘but the idea of anyone from the A-list being seen dead with
someone like you…I mean it just couldn’t happen.’

Bloody hell, what was so wrong with me?
I’d tell Mr Hollywood my singing vaginas anecdote and he’d use it
on the Jay Leno show. Just wait and see.

‘Why don’t you come out
and say it,’ I said. ‘You think I’m second division.’

‘Are we talking
football now?’

‘You don’t think I can
hack it, do you?’

‘Well, if this is
legit, why is this person, or these people, being so secretive?
What have they got to hide?’

‘Don’t be a misery,
Becks,’ Jane intervened.

‘But Becky might have a
point.’ Jeez, I couldn’t believe I was agreeing with her. I just
didn’t trust that invitation though, nor John Adams, nor Tommy
Miller.

‘Sure, Sophs, do
nothing and you’ll be safe,’ Jane said, raising her hand as though
she were stopping traffic, ‘but you might have missed the best
thing ever. Could you ever forgive yourself? Besides, after what
that dreadful little banker told you this morning, do you have a
choice?’

Graveson’s words flooded back in
blood-spattered Technicolor. I had to raise serious money fast and
I didn’t have a clue how to begin. Now I had this mystery
invitation promising me a one-time opportunity.

Jane glanced at her watch again. ‘Well,
babe, if you’re doing it, you have to do it now.’
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Finding the Devil

 


I wondered why
the glamorous secretary with a 1950s beehive hairdo was studiously
ignoring me, despite obviously having absolutely nothing to do. She
spent all of her time texting on her mobile and occasionally
staring appreciatively at her well-groomed fingernails. The
Gherkin’s 33rd
floor reception area was easily big enough for a
party, but there was no sign of any A-list soiree.

I was already shaken up
having spent ten minutes in the lobby explaining to a security
guard that I had a genuine appointment. There was no mention of me
on the clipboard that he was clutching to his chest as though it
were the Ten Commandments, and that meant I apparently didn’t exist
– not anywhere. He
kept looking through me as if expecting me to vanish, thus
resolving his clipboard issue. Eventually one of his colleagues
rang reception on the 33rd floor and I was finally
allowed through. Now I was enduring the secretary from hell or,
more accurately, Sheffield.

Her phone rang and she leisurely
answered it before putting it down again with well-rehearsed
slowness. Staring out of the window, she said, ‘Mr Mencken will see
you now.’

‘So it really
is Harry
Mencken?’

‘You don’t expect me to
know clients’ full names, do you? The agency would have to pay me
twice as much for that kind of thing.’

God, a bona fide slacker. She seemed so
lazy that I felt on a par with some Polish labourer working sixteen
hours a day. I walked past her, turned the corner and discovered a
sleek black door with a shining silver nameplate. ‘Harry Mencken,’
it said. ‘Producer.’

I stared at the
words. The Harry
Mencken – who, according to John Adams, might well be the Devil
Incarnate. I didn’t know whether I should be running for my life or
falling on my knees in grateful prayer. A movie producer was the
real deal. And he knew Sam Lincoln…

Sam Sex God Lincoln.

Christttttttt!!!!!!!!

Got to play it
cool. I had to act as if I met A-listers
all the time, as if it was second nature for me to mix with movers
and shakers. If I could pull this off I’d be made, but how could I
show a movie boss a good time? It’s one thing putting on a show for
accountants, but showtime for Hollywood’s finest has a degree of
difficulty of ten. It’s a toe loop, followed by a double klutz and
triple salco. Double klutz? Jesus.

I fled to the loo – conveniently
positioned next to Mencken’s office – but only managed a dribble
when I got there. Then it was time to face the mirror test.
Instantly, I regretted what I’d chosen to wear.

Because it was such a
nice day, I’d grabbed a red tartan miniskirt from my wardrobe
(which would allow a flash of skimpy, see-through knickers if
circumstances permitted, I’d thought in my lunacy); a black printed
T-shirt showing Audrey Hepburn looking impossibly cool in the party
scene from Breakfast at
Tiffany’s, a silver necklace and black
leather biker boots with three inch heels – taking me to an
impressively leggy 5’10”. Urban chic was how I liked to describe my
look. My dark brown hair, with a few red highlights, was trendily
messed up with putty, and eye-drops were making my hazel eyes
gleam. Best of all, I’d lost a few pounds lately and was looking
quite slim at just under nine stones. I decided to give myself an
overall score of 7.5 out of 10.

I came out and stood in
front of Mencken’s door once more, geeing myself up for the best
client presentation of my life. Two maintenance men sauntered past
and started sniggering. One of them extravagantly patted his
backside. Flustered, I moved my hand down the back of my skirt,
gingerly checking that all was in order. My hand came to a stop.
Things were definitely not
in order. My skirt was tucked beautifully into the
back of my knickers. I turned away in horror, convinced my face had
managed to define new shades of red: a perfect ten on the
embarrassment Richter scale.

‘Give the guys a wave,’
one of the guys said, pointing up at a CCTV camera.

I desperately sorted
myself out, fumbled open Mencken’s door and almost fell into a
palatial, air-conditioned office with a glistening, black-tiled
floor. Light flooded in through vast, spectacularly curved windows.
There were several exquisite pieces of furniture, including an
arctic-blue leather sofa. And there was Harry Mencken himself,
sitting at a mahogany table with an expensive silver laptop, with a
trio of golden statuettes on a thick marble shelf behind
him. Three Oscars! Wow. I was scarily impressed.

Mencken had a perma-tan and swept-back,
thick dark hair with flecks of grey. Dressed in a cool, designer
linen suit, he had a chunky gold bracelet on his left wrist. Fit
and trim, he was one of those men who was probably over fifty but
managed to look twenty years younger. A country club type. He was
more than just handsome for an older man. He positively glowed.
With a flick of his wrist, he motioned to me to sit down.

‘Impressive
receptionist they assigned to me, huh?’ he said in a soft
Californian accent, a bit like Jim Morrison’s. ‘I’ve hired this
whole suite for two weeks at their top rate. You’d have thought
they’d give me the best. If we were in the States, they’d hear all
about it. But when in Rome, right?’



He didn’t look or sound anything like
the monster Adams had portrayed.

‘We’re not all like
that,’ I said then quickly shut up, fearing he might have caught
sight of my incriminating CCTV footage.

A framed picture of Sam
Lincoln hung on the wall behind him. I couldn’t help smiling and
felt myself relaxing. In the photograph, Sam’s hair, a little
longer than usual, was styled just so. He was standing on a beach
in front of a beautiful turquoise sea. He had on khaki shorts, and
a gorgeous black shirt that made his misty blue eyes seem bluer
than ever. With a sexy trail of stubble, an immaculate jaw-line and
a cute nose that made him look boyish, he was achingly hunky.
Whenever I saw him, my favourite novel came to mind.
The Great Gatsby was the
only literary book I studied at school that I actually finished. I
just loved all those Jazz Age flappers and their fabulous parties.
Above all, Jay Gatsby was the most gorgeous and romantic man
imaginable. When I first saw Sam clean-shaven, with his hair
groomed, I thought he’d been stolen from my imagination: he
was exactly how I
pictured Gatsby.

‘That was a pretty
impressive courier you sent,’ I said. ‘But why did all the others
have to come with her?’

Mencken gave me an odd look. ‘Others?
The courier was called Ted: one of those rent-a-mouth Cockneys, if
you know what I mean. In his forties, I think. I gave him the
envelope myself and told him to deliver it to the address shown in
your brochure.’

‘But it was some
statuesque motorbike chick who handed it over, and she found me in
Trafalgar Square.’

‘Really?’ Mencken
shrugged. ‘Well, who cares? You got it and here you are.’ Standing
up, he motioned to me to follow him. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘let’s go
to the lounge on the top floor. Not even my office in LA has views
as good as these.’

****

The view was as
breathtaking as Mencken promised: an uninterrupted 360-degree
panoramic view of London, according to a tourist leaflet I picked
up. I imagined I was in a sci-fi movie as I walked around, my jaw
suitably slack. Up here, you could imagine you lived in the clouds,
with the stars for company. I was so close to being where I wanted
to be, with the type of person I’d always dreamt of. I’d die if I
blew this.

‘Two Black and Blues,
Misha,’ Mencken said to a pretty Asian waitress with blonde streaks
in her raven hair. We sat down at a beautifully elegant, tinted
glass cocktail table next to a wide window giving us a terrific
view of the London Eye.

Misha returned moments later, carrying
the drinks on a gleaming silver tray. She put down the tray, smiled
flirtatiously at Mencken then lovingly handed him his drink,
tenderly brushing his fingers. As for me, I was the beneficiary of
an icy stare as my glass was thumped down in front of me.

The drink, unlike the service, was
impressive – a layer of black vodka floating on top of blue curacao
– but I was slightly irritated that Mencken hadn’t offered me any
choice. ‘You didn’t just bring me up here for a drink,’ I tried to
appear sophisticated and sound confident.

‘You’re here because I
have a problem.’ Mencken leaned back in his seat. ‘What do you
think my shrink says my issue is?’

‘I’m afraid I have no
idea.’

‘Not the guessing type,
huh? Well, let me run this past you. My wife left me twenty-five
years ago to move in with a plumber. According to my therapist,
I’ve been traumatised ever since. I mean, what does it say about me
that a plumber’s a better option?’

I’d picked up somewhere that whenever
someone talks weird stuff, you should reply with an open question.
‘What do you think of your therapist’s analysis?’ I asked.

‘I’ve told virtually no
one what I’ve just told you.’

‘Why did
you?’

‘Who cares? It’s just
talk, isn’t it?’

I couldn’t work out if this man was the
biggest fake I’d ever met, or the least. That’s the most dangerous
type, of course. I sat back in my seat, crossed my legs and
wondered if I was showing too much leg or too little. It was easier
thinking about that than trying to work out Mencken.

He set in motion a Newton’s cradle positioned in the middle of
the glass table. ‘They say that life isn’t measured by how many
breaths we take, but by how many moments that take our breath away.
Some people will pay any price for those breathless moments.’
Reaching out, he stopped the pendulum. ‘I’m one of those
people.’

I didn’t know how to react and just
smiled.

‘I have the wealth to
take my search anywhere.’

I didn’t doubt it, but how did he think
I could help? Sure, I was an entertainment consultant, but not for
people like him.

‘What do you think the
most important thing is for the rich when they have all the money
and status they could ever desire?’ he asked.

I couldn’t think of anything.

‘Ultimate pleasure,’ he
remarked. ‘That’s what everyone wants. The difference is that some
people are for real. They mean it, they want it, they’ll fight for
it. Some of us are prepared to do anything to get it.’

‘You really mean
anything, don’t
you?’

‘People like me must
have pleasure, Sophie. Simple as that.’ He stared out of the huge
windows. ‘My therapist says I’m an obsessive. I take everything to
extremes. I say I’ve never met a successful person who wasn’t all
of those things. She says I’m not happy. I say I’d be miserable if
I were poor and a failure.’

‘So, how’s she
helping?’

‘I’m not looking for
help. I’m seeking fellow travellers.’ He ran his finger round the
lip of his glass. ‘I can’t bear thinking that there’s something out
there – maybe the greatest experience of them all – and I’m not
getting my share. Shit, I could die and my last thought would be
that I’d been robbed of that priceless thing.’ He sat back. ‘When I
was last in London, I read that newspaper article you featured in,
the one about extreme pleasure. That’s what got you on my
list.’

At last, something that made sense.
‘True,’ I said, ‘I want pleasure, as good as it gets.’

Mencken nodded. ‘That’s
right. As good as it gets, and even
better.’

Was I making a good impression? I felt
things were going OK, but there was a peculiar undercurrent.

‘I noticed you looking
at my picture of Sam Lincoln earlier,’ Mencken said. ‘Do you know
how much his Oscar goodie bag was worth when he got his nomination
for best supporting actor last year? One
hundred and fifty thousand dollars.’ He
whistled. ‘Not bad, huh? Here’s another interesting fact about him
– he’s insured for a hundred million dollars per movie. If he died
during film-making, that’s how much I’d collect.’

This conversation was off the main road
and I wasn’t sure where it was heading. I loved hearing stuff about
Sam, but not how much he’d be worth dead.

‘Do you know what Sam’s
most famous catchphrase is?’ Mencken asked.

Everyone on the planet
knew the answer to that. I sometimes used it myself. ‘All the way,’
was Sam’s response to the question, ‘How far are you going?’ It
featured about twenty times in the hit road-movie
The Ends of the Earth about the adventures of a conman – played by Sam – who hitched
rides from various gullible tourists as he made his way from New
Mexico to the southernmost tip of Chile in search of a mysterious
flower called Kalukas that supposedly reversed the ageing process. I repeated the
catchphrase to Mencken.

‘All the
way,’ he echoed then took another sip of
his drink. ‘That’s how far I’m going.’ His face had become hard,
almost sinister. ‘In or out, Sophie York?’

****

I sat looking at
the black bar of soap in front of me. When I’d said
yes to Mencken, he’d
reacted by taking out this small soap bar, covered in scented
tissue, from his pocket and placing it in the centre of the table.
Then he just stared at me. That was over a minute ago.

‘What’s going on?’ I
asked when the silence had become creepy.

‘Do you know how to
keep your mouth shut?’ Mencken said. ‘Accidents can happen to
people with big mouths. Capiche?’

John Adams’ warning leapt into my mind
and I suddenly felt a desperate urge to pee.

‘Ask around,’ Mencken
said. ‘Fucking with me isn’t a smart career move.’

The pressure in my bladder built
incredibly rapidly. I thought I might have an ‘accident’ at any
moment. I was actually in quite serious pain.

Mencken gestured at the soap. ‘A fat
guy messed me around once. Let’s just say he’s thin now.’

I didn’t understand. I didn’t think I
wanted to.

‘Have you ever seen a
liposuction operation?’ Mencken said. ‘It’s amazing what they can
do with the fat they extract.’

I stared incredulously. Does it say in
the small print that every dream trip must take a jeepers-creepers
detour to hell? I had to get to a toilet. I didn’t care if Mencken
was a fully paid-up member of Serial Killers Anonymous, I was
going.

‘You’re finding it hard
to take in, right? Don’t worry about the details. Just know that
things like this can be done and people like me can do
them.’

‘I need to, uh,’ I said
like a little girl, squeezing out each word. I prayed it was
obvious I was referring to the loo because I couldn’t say another
thing. All my energy was focused on controlling my bladder for a
few more vital seconds.

‘It’s on the left.’
Mencken gave me an unsettling smirk.

I scuttled away, reached the loo,
slammed the door behind me and did my business, almost dying with
relief. Then I sat there, numb. What in God’s name had just
happened?

I breathed in hard and tried to compose
myself. The loo was on an epic scale; all marble, mirrors and every
luxury trapping imaginable. I prayed there was an alternative exit
that led to anywhere other than back to Mencken, but that was the
one feature it lacked.

‘Come out.’ Mencken
pounded on the door.

Jesus, he’d followed me. ‘I’ll be there
in a moment,’ I mumbled. Did I have any choice?

‘Make sure you wash
your hands,’ he said.

I wanted to throw up. Had he really
turned a rival’s fat into a soap bar? I went through the motions of
tidying myself up, washing my hands – minus soap (yuk!) – splashing
water on my face, combing my hair. Then I opened the door,
wondering what would happen if I told Mencken to stick his freaky
mind-game up his arse. Would I just call for a cab as though
nothing had happened?

‘I’m on the trail of
something unique,’ Mencken said.

I was amazed that he was acting as
though everything was normal. If this was how he treated his
ex-wife, no wonder plumbers were so irresistible.

‘I’m leaving,’ I said.
‘I think you’ll need to arrange a few extra sessions with your
therapist.’ I turned towards the elevators, but Mencken blocked my
path.

‘OK, that was a shitty
thing I did.’

I thought he was about to deliver a
grovelling apology, but it didn’t arrive.

‘I misjudged you. I
should have realised you were a businesswoman. You need celebrity
endorsements, right? I can get those for you. I’ll open the doors
that have always been closed to you.’ He held out his hand. ‘Are we
cool?’

Cool????? I was dumbfounded but I saw
my hand reaching towards his. I wanted to tell this creep where to
get off, but my treacherous hand was prepared to do the precise
opposite. ‘I guess so,’ I heard myself saying as my hand gripped
his. What had just happened?

‘So, what exactly are
you looking for?’ I barely recognised my own voice.

‘It’s called NexS.’ He
spoke as though the word had incredible meaning.

‘I’ve never heard of
it.’

‘I only found out about
it a week ago at a party in Beverley Hills. I met a student who’d
hooked up with the entourage of a hot new English director. He was
real intelligent, a good-looking kid with one of those plummy
accents, like yours. Said he went to Oxford University. He claimed
a bunch of people at Oxford had discovered the secret of ultimate
pleasure. They’re an elite club and they go somewhere in London
each summer to perform a weird ceremony. A woman – a goddess,
according to him – is behind the whole thing. The guy started
rambling, but I remember he said “NexS” repeatedly. He refused to
tell me what it was and the party broke up. Next morning I tried to
find him, but he’d gone. I never found out his name.’

So, Mencken wanted me to discover if
there was any truth in this urban legend. Mr Obsession had another
obsession to pursue. I shook my head. ‘I don’t see how I can
help.’

‘You’re perfect for
this job. You’re an attractive girl, you’re connected and you know
the London party scene. If NexS exists, it will find you, and when
it does I want you to give me a call.’ He reached into his breast
pocket and pulled out a neatly folded cheque. ‘You’ll be fifty
grand richer. That’s sterling, of course.’

I blinked in amazement.
Fifty Gs? Deliverance.

‘Oh, and two others
will be involved with the project.’ Mencken unwrapped a mint sweet
and popped it into his mouth. ‘They’re both well known.’ A curious
grin flickered over his face. ‘In fact, they’re two of the most
famous men in the world.’

Hundreds of celebrities’ faces spun on
reels in my mind, like in a Vegas slot machine. ‘Who?’ I
blurted.

‘You’ll find out soon
enough,’ Mencken answered. ‘They need their privacy. That’s why I
needed to make sure you wouldn’t go opening your mouth.’

‘I understand client
confidentiality.’

‘I’m sure you do, but
you’ve never had clients like these. It’s my job to keep shysters
away from them.’

‘I’m not a
shyster.’

‘You’d better not be.
I’ll be introducing you at the Sargasso hotel tonight. Do you know
it?’

‘Sure, I live ten
minutes from there.’

‘OK, see me in
reception at eight o’clock.’ He stared at my miniskirt and frowned.
‘Get yourself glammed up.’

‘I like you, Sophie,
but I’m not convinced yet,’ he said as he escorted me towards the
elevator. I’m going to ask you to do something tonight, a final
test.’ He glowered, using one of his finest Hammer Horror stares. ‘Something
potentially embarrassing.’ The elevator doors swished open. ‘If you
pull it off, I can promise you the ride of your life.’

****

I must have been
in shock when I stepped out into the lobby. For a minute, I didn’t
get why all the security men were glancing at me and chuckling into
their sleeves. The clipboard guy who’d hassled me earlier pointed
at one of the security monitors as it replayed some recent
footage.

‘Nice arse,’ he
said.

Then I remembered.
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The Silent Treatment

 


A cab dropped me
at the Sargasso. As Mayfair’s newest five-star hotel, it was
creating a buzz. Its façade, designed like a huge metallic
butterfly, was spectacularly bathed in evening sunlight. As I
entered reception for my meeting with Mencken and his two mystery
companions, several men leered at me. Oh well, a positive sign, I
suppose. I wondered if my parents would be proud if they could see
me now. I was kidding myself, wasn’t I? They thought everything I
did was an insult to the memory of my sister.

I searched for a mirror. I’d taken
Mencken’s advice and dressed to impress. My backless designer dress
in a beautiful shade of burgundy definitely fitted the bill. I’d
bought it that afternoon on a credit card that hadn’t maxed out
just yet, though it was teetering. While I was trying on the dress,
a couple of girls stared at me as though I was a movie star they
didn’t quite recognise. When that happens often enough, maybe you
start believing you’re the real thing. These days with all the
Reality TV shows, it’s hard to know where fake celebrities end and
real ones begin. Fake’s the new real, I guess.

Gazing at myself in an elegant,
full-length Louis XIV mirror, I wondered if the hotel deliberately
used a distorting mirror for the ‘comfort and convenience’ of its
patrons because I was looking slimmer and more glamorous than I
ever had.

When I found Mencken, he was relaxing
on a white leather sofa. Rising to greet me, he leaned forward for
a kiss, but I shrank back. I’d never be comfortable with him
again.

‘You’re looking
beautiful.’

‘Thanks,’ I
mumbled.

‘I have to give you
some ground rules,’ he said, inviting me to join him on the sofa.
He told me that at all times I must be good fun and ignore any bad
behaviour by the two men he was about to introduce me to. I was to
keep my mouth shut about everything I witnessed. He also produced a
confidentiality agreement for me to sign. ‘Come on,’ he said after
I’d scrawled my signature, ‘time to earn your daily
bread.’

He guided me towards the hotel’s main
bar. With its bamboo floor and camphor-wood walls embellished with
Art Deco designs, it was pure style. The perfect place for a
civilised drink.

Clusters of hotel guests were
whispering and pointing; a couple of fat women surreptitiously
filming with their camcorders. Ahead of them stood an entourage of
advisers and bodyguards.

‘You know the number
one rule of PR,’ Mencken said, ‘You don’t get a second chance to
make a first impression.’

My heart was thudding
so hard I could hear it inside my head. I was dying to know who the
two celebrities were. Was one of them Sam? Jane would need to book
herself on a jealousy management course for a month of Sundays if
she ever heard I’d met Mr Eye of
Sumatra himself.

‘I think I need to go
to the loo,’ I said. I thought Mencken would snarl at me and fish
out a fresh soap bar, but instead he was surprisingly
nice.

‘You can do this,
Sophie.’ He gripped my hand then steered me to the rear of the bar
where there was a quiet booth, almost out of public view. As I
turned to face the occupants, I closed my eyes. When I opened them
again, my knees nearly buckled.

Slouched over a table,
with bottles of Belgian beer clutched in their hands, were two guys
wearing dark trenchcoats and identical black baseball caps.
Metallic-red shades lay in front of them. For a second, I thought
I’d walked onto the set of The
Matrix. I had to hold the table to steady
myself.

Them
– the highest paid actors in the world, stars of a
dozen mega-blockbusters between them. They always topped the polls
as the men most women wanted to sleep with.

You could smell the money, the success,
the attitude. There, on the right, was Hollywood’s top black actor
Jez Easton. Beside him…

Not only had my jaw gone slack, my
whole body was sagging. Just feet away from me was the brightest
star of them all, my very own Jay Gatsby.

A friend once told me that whenever she
wanted to stretch out a beautiful moment, she popped an LSD pill
because it slowed down time perception. I wanted to grab how I felt
right now and make it last forever. This was a magic bus moment,
when the driver arrived right on time and took me to exactly the
right destination.

The latest gossip on
the girlfriend-ometer was that Sam Lincoln was currently single.
Not even a sniff of a vaguely serious belle. Therefore, opportunity
beckoned for sweet Sophie. But Jez Easton too? That made no sense.
Jez had spectacularly fallen out with Sam at an MTV awards ceremony
eighteen months ago. Most people thought it was hilarious when,
instead of jointly presenting an award to a hip-hop star, they
began throwing punches at each other because, so Jez claimed later,
Sam made some under-the-breath insult that wasn’t picked up by the
microphones and had never been revealed to this day. Now it was
hard to find a magazine where the two men weren’t goading each
other. I’ll piss on his
grave, Jez infamously declared.
I’ll ram sticks of dynamite up his
ass, Sam had retaliated.

If Mencken had talked them into putting
their differences aside, he was a genius. Movie fans everywhere
would queue for months to see Sam and Jez in a film together.

‘Here she is, guys,’
Mencken said. ‘Our very own English princess.’

Oh God, Sam Lincoln is
looking at me.

‘Hi guys, I’m Sophie.’
I gave them my most endearing smile and held out my hand
expectantly. Would Sam kiss it? It dangled there for a few seconds,
unwanted. There was complete silence.

‘The guys don’t shake,’
Mencken said.

Sam scribbled something
on a yellow Post-It note, tore it off the pad and passed it to me.
It was surreal to be receiving a piece of paper from someone so
famous. In a childish scrawl, it said, ‘You’re fired.’

The words started to swim in front of
my eyes, twisting themselves into sharp, taunting little shapes.
Mechanically, I began walking away. My head was all over the
place.

Mencken came after me and stopped me.
‘Come back, Sophie.’

Numb, I allowed him to lead me back.
Sam was showing Jez his note and they both laughed, their bodies
crumpling and contorting, but neither let a sound escape. They gave
each other a high five, doing a decent impression of being best
buddies.

Now it was Jez’s turn to write
something on a Post-It and parade it in front of me. When I tried
to take it, he jerked his arm back. Again, he and Sam dissolved in
silent laughter. This time a low five was exchanged under the
table.

I grabbed the Post-It. ‘You’re still
fired!’ it said.

‘Fuck you!’ I tottered
away on my high heels. I’d blown it so much that I felt like El
Ninõ, and I wasn’t even sure what that was.

An arm reached out and restrained
me.

‘Congratulations,’
Mencken said. ‘They loved you.’

What?

‘Oh, don’t worry about
all that weird stuff. They’re always messing around.’ He explained
that the actors were having a ten-thousand-dollar bet about who
could keep quiet the longest, hence the Post-Its. ‘My limo’s
waiting outside.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘It’s time for your
final test.’

****

How ever rich
they are, no matter what job they do or where they come from, men
always end up in a sleaze-joint leching after young female flesh.
It’s the No.1 law of nature, isn’t it? That’s why Mencken had
brought us to Sin 6, a new lap-dancing club off Piccadilly Circus. It was
gloriously kitsch, designed to look like an idyllic scene from the
Garden of Eden.

We were in the best
seats directly in front of the stage and must have looked peculiar
with Sam and Jez still in their Matrix gear on such a humid
night.

When a waitress brought the champagne
we’d ordered, Sam brandished a Post-It saying, ‘BOTTOMS UP.’

I wanted to smile but my facial muscles
seemed to have locked in the misery position. I’d spent most of my
life dreaming of a situation like this but now that it was actually
here, I couldn’t handle it. We clinked glasses and I took a long
sip of Krug. Thank God for champagne because it’s the ideal drink
for absurd occasions. Marriages, divorces, births, deaths,
triumphs, disasters – I’ve drunk champagne at all of them. You’d
think there would be different drinks for highs and lows, but
champagne always fits the bill.

Maybe something else was stopping me
from smiling. This silence thing was appalling. I couldn’t impress
Sam with my personality, such as it is, and right now it was
performing the amazing shrinking routine.

When I first went to Roedean and met
all of these incredibly bright and confident girls, I didn’t think
anyone would ever become friends with me. I wasn’t sporty, academic
or good at anything in particular. I was gauche and had a
reputation for being a bit of a clown. At first the other girls
sniggered at me, but as I became prettier and started wearing more
stylish gear, everything changed. Before long, I was one of the
most popular girls in my year. Somehow, I’d made it to coolness.
But I didn’t feel cool. I’d accidentally got a few things right,
that’s all. I was a fake then and I still was. So, I’ve played that
game of faking it ever since, and mostly it works. The question was
whether I could be a good enough faker to get Mr Sam Lincoln to
warm to me.

As we watched a succession of gorgeous
dancers performing their routines, Sam tapped me on the arm and
passed me another note. ‘What are my two most famous catch-phrases,
Brit babe?’ it asked.

For an instant, I didn’t care about
anything other than being called a babe by Sam. Luckily, his
question was easy, the same one Mencken had asked. Did they use it
as some sort of test?

‘All the way,’ I said,
giving the more famous of the two. As for the second, it came from
one of my all-time favourite movies. In The Out Crowd, Sam played a young
snob from Harvard Law School who was obsessed with being in the
loop, until he fell in love with a young woman who definitely
wasn’t. The story of an arrogant jerk being brought to heel by
Sally, an ordinary Wal-Mart shop worker, was, oddly enough, the one
that made Sam a superstar. I snapped my fingers, trying to
impersonate Sam’s famous gesture from the movie. ‘If you’re not in,
you’re out,’ I said.

Sam smiled half-heartedly, but I wasn’t
getting a friendly vibe from him. He and Jez were sinister sitting
there in their trenchcoats, hats and shades. People were staring at
them and whispering.

I glanced away then noticed a young guy
in white trousers and a white linen shirt heading straight for us.
I’d clocked him earlier because he resembled a blond-haired Elvis
Presley. He swayed drunkenly, stumbled, then pitched forward into
Sam. From his seat, Sam pushed him back and he went reeling into
Jez, knocking over a half-full champagne glass.

‘You think
these girls are sexy?’
the drunk slurred, waving towards the stage. ‘I could tell you
about a goddess. I swear to you, if you ever met her…’ He swayed
back and forth. ‘Look on her works, ye
mighty, and despair…’

I was startled to hear
a drunk in a strip club quoting from my favourite poem. We were
told at school that Shelley’s Ozymandias was all about how
short-lived earthly glory was. For me, I thought that having poems
written about you thousands of years after you died was about as
glorious as it got.

Jez obviously didn’t appreciate poetry.
He got to his feet and shoved the man away. ‘Prick,’ he barked as
the drunk staggered in the direction of the toilets. Instantly, an
accusing finger stabbed out from Sam, directed straight at Jez’s
mouth. Even Mencken turned round.

‘That’s a ten grand
noise you’ve just made, loser-man.’ Sam jumped out of his seat,
grabbed Jez and thumped him on the back, but his triumphant smile
vanished as quickly as it had arrived. He sat down again and glared
at the blonde dancing on stage. ‘Hey, fatso, have you never heard
of Atkins?’

The manager appeared from nowhere. ‘Is
there a problem?’ he asked.

‘We didn’t pay good
money to watch fucking Weight Watchers work out,’ Jez
said.

‘Where’s the talent in
this crummy joint?’ Sam swept his hand dismissively towards the
regulars. ‘And stop the Eyes staring at me. It’s pissing me
off.’

Mencken led the manager away a few
steps and whispered something. The manager’s eyes lit up and I
thought he was about to kneel and kiss Mencken’s feet. They spoke
briefly then Mencken came back, grinning.

‘They want to show us
their “special” service.’

‘Now you’re talking,’
Sam grunted.

Mencken whispered to Sam and Jez, and
their faces beamed.

‘Sweet.’ Jez laughed in a deeply
unpleasant way. ‘Princess Diana,’ he cackled. ‘That’s real sick,
but I guess it’s true.’

‘What’s going on?’ I
asked Mencken. He seemed to be struggling not to laugh.

‘I’m surprised you
don’t know about this place. Your clients would love it
here.’

‘It only opened a month
ago. I haven’t had a chance to check it out.’

‘That’s not good
enough.’

I nodded glumly.

‘At least you took it
on the chin. It’s how we react to our mistakes that makes us
winners or losers.’

‘Please, I’ll do
whatever it takes.’

‘Don’t get so worried,’
Mencken said, ‘I doubt I’d get too many soap bars out of you.’ He
pointed towards a staircase. ‘This club has an upstairs area for
high rollers. The strippers up there are all look-alikes of famous
beauties.’ He handed me a list the manager had given him featuring
names such as Marilyn Monroe, Madonna, Jennifer Connolly, Keira
Knightley, Beyonce, Halle Berry, Cindy Crawford, Grace Kelly,
Angelina Jolie, Aishwarya Rai, Louise Brooks, Isabelle Adjani,
Paris Hilton.

‘Lap-dancing is five
times more expensive with these girls, but apparently they’re worth
every penny.’

‘I heard Jez say
something about Princess Diana. Surely there isn’t…’

‘There is! They haven’t
put her name on the list because it would be tasteless, but the
manager tells me American clients always ask for her. She’s so
popular that the club has supplied five Diana
look-alikes.’

I felt as queasy as I did the night I
watched David Cronenberg’s movie about people getting orgasmically
turned on by car crashes.

‘Sam and Jez have asked
for all of the Diana look-alikes,’ Mencken said.

Gross. I tramped upstairs behind the
others, wondering why I was hanging around with these
perverts.

We were shown to a private suite where
another conference took place between the manager and Mencken.

Mencken returned and announced that the
Princess Dianas were otherwise engaged at a special function at the
American Embassy. The only multiples available were Madonna and
Paris Hilton, four of each.

‘OK,’ Sam said, ‘we’ll
have all of them.’

A minute later, we were gazing at a
line of beautiful girls, the Madonnas in cowboy hats and chaps, the
Paris Hiltons in sheer black stockings and suspenders.

One of the Madonnas looked at me with a
puzzled smile. ‘Who are they?’ she mouthed, making eyes at the
disguised actors. I pretended not to understand.

Sam nudged Jez and said, ‘Watch this. I
picked it up from a movie about Vegas showgirls.’

He walked along the
line then made them all turn round and bend over for him. When they
faced front again, he pushed one of the Paris Hiltons in the
shoulder and said, ‘See
ya,’ as nastily as he could.

I’d never seen anything so rude, and I
couldn’t work out why the girl had failed Sam’s test. Too skinny?
Not blonde enough? Too few piercings?

Sam tugged at the G-strings of the
others and had a good look. One of the Madonnas now got the ‘see
ya’ treatment.

Weird.

I once had a boyfriend who was obsessed
with pubic hair. He was always going on about Hollywoods,
Brazilians, Tiffany Boxes and so on. For Valentine’s Day, he wanted
me to dye my pubic hair red and shave it in the shape of a
love-heart. I guessed Sam had the same sort of fetish. Would I have
passed his test? I was normally a Brazilian, since most men I knew
preferred it, but I’d now decided to whip it all off and go full
Hollywood in Sam’s honour. I hadn’t got round to getting a piercing
in the action zone but that was on the cards too. I already had my
tongue pierced because men swore it made blowjobs much better. One
of these days, I was hoping to meet a pierced-tongue man to
reciprocate the favour. Fat chance.

‘I’ve got rid of the
dead wood,’ Sam announced to Jez. ‘They ought to be glad I didn’t
ask them to bend over and spread their cheeks to show us what
they’re really made of. That’s usually the best way to see who’s up
for it and who isn’t.’ He gave a sleazy grin. ‘Well, you can finish
up.’

Jez now inspected the
line and got rid of another Madonna before signalling to a
waitress. ‘Cristal,’ he shouted. ‘Ten bottles.’ He started telling
a story about doing lines of coke on a supermodel’s super-smooth,
newly waxed pussy, after eating her edible, strawberry-flavoured
knickers. Yukeo.

I had to make a visit to the loo and
was glad of a moment’s respite. After seeing Sam in action, I was
rapidly reformulating my opinions. Forget hunky dreamboat god. A
pig-ignorant sleaze-bag was more accurate, with Jez a short head
behind.

I locked the cubicle door and slumped
onto the seat. When I’m running from hassle, I always end up in the
loo. Is that all life is – a succession of bad toilet trips? As a
kid, I liked building snowmen and watching them melt. I found it
fascinating the way there was something and then nothing, just a
puddle on the ground. I felt a bit like that now, watching my
illusions about A-listers vanish.

After, when I looked in the mirror, my
face was blotchy and my mascara smudged. Not a sexy look. I wanted
someone normal to hug me and tell me everything was going to be
OK.

When I returned to the
suite, Sam and Jez had removed their coats, hats and shades.
Nirvana’s Smells Like Teen Spirit
was blaring out while naked Madonnas and Paris
Hiltons did a cheerleader routine, with the actors freely pawing at
them. Everyone knew that was totally against the rules. I guessed
the girls weren’t objecting because, now that they could see who
they were with, they were starstruck.

Sam filled a glass of champagne to the
brim and drank it in one. He gave me a wave. ‘See, English, I
always get what I want. ALWAYS.’

He was wrecked and obnoxious, but I
couldn’t take my eyes off his face. Tanned, with his perfect white
teeth and his neat blonde hair, he was fantastic eye candy. Those
blue eyes of his were mesmerising. He was well and truly back to
his ultra-smooth Jay Gatsby look. He got up from his seat, came
over and stood beside me. I had to concentrate hard to avoid
drooling.

‘No woman ever turns me
down.’

I didn’t doubt it.

He grabbed my hand. ‘Am
I a jerk?’ Just as quickly, he let go. ‘But you’d never tell me,
would you? No one ever speaks to me. They see someone called Sam
Lincoln, Hollywood
Legend. The real me is right here but no
one’s listening. No one ever tells me the truth.’

Well, you just didn’t, did you? Not
with A-listers.

‘You
all fucking bore me.’
Raising his right hand, he formed his index finger and thumb into
the shape of a gun then began silently shooting everyone,
mumbling you’re dead, fucker
each time. ‘Why can’t one of you do something
interesting?’ He slumped into his seat. ‘Just once in your pathetic
lives.’

One of the Paris Hiltons climbed onto
his lap and ground herself against him, pushing her breasts into
his face.

‘You’re doing it all
wrong.’ Taking a swig of champagne from the bottle, Sam pushed the
girl to one side, struggled to his feet and made her sit
down.

‘Man, have I got to
teach you how to do it?’

The girls giggled as Sam stripped off.
Soon he was naked apart from tight white boxers. He began gyrating
crazily, like a drunken rodeo rider, whooping and hollering. Jez
stripped off too, as the girls clapped and cheered. Both men were
super-fit, in perfect condition. I could see that the other girls
were highly appreciative of the view they were getting. Who
wouldn’t be?

I lost track after a while. Too much
champagne, I guess. Everything became blurred. I seem to remember
that someone slapped my bare bum. It must have been Mencken. ‘Time
for your test,’ that’s what he said, wasn’t it? I think he made me
join in with the dancing. Did I take all my clothes off?

A pilot once told me that in aviation
circles there’s a term known as ‘time of useful consciousness.’ If
I remember right, it’s the time the body can cope without oxygen,
and it diminishes rapidly with altitude. Very high up, you only
have seconds to save yourself before you become unconscious. With
me, I think of it in terms of alcohol. I know that by the end of my
eighth glass of Cristal there’s precious little consciousness
left.

What was certain was
that I passed out. I know that because when I came to I heard the
sound of a vacuum cleaner. The dimmer lights in the room had been
turned up to maximum and the manager was talking to one of the
cleaners over the noise of someone snoring. I looked down, and
there, his head resting on my stomach, was Sam. What was he doing
down there? What was I doing down here? Jez was just as bad, stretched out on one of
the sofas.

I was wearing only my knickers. Where
was my dress? I pushed Sam’s head away, then got to my feet and
searched for my stuff.

Sam woke up and vomited. I winced,
imagining if he’d done that seconds earlier.

‘What happened?’ he
moaned.

I found my dress lying
on one of the seats, snatched it up and retreated to my usual
refuge. I sat in the loo for five minutes, doing nothing but
sobbing. The night of my life? Christ.

When I emerged from the loo, I’d got
rid of most of the signs that I’d been crying. It took me ten
minutes to get Sam and Jez in a fit state to leave. I didn’t want
any stray paparazzi getting a money shot, so I made sure the actors
were disguised as well as possible. The manager called a cab for us
and we headed back to the hotel. Sam passed out in the back but Jez
managed to stay awake.

We helped Sam to his room and threw him
onto his bed. As he hit the mattress, something flew out of one of
his pockets.

‘What’s this?’ Jez
picked up some sort of business card.

Puzzled, I took it from him. It was a
coal-black card embossed with a terrifying holographic skull.

‘Congratulations,’ it
said in silver writing. ‘You have been selected by the
Millionaires’ Death Club.’
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Star Map

 


When I woke the
next morning, I was back in my apartment. I wondered why I was so
uneasy. God, that card. I hurried to the Sargasso but there was no answer when I
knocked on Sam’s door. Jez wasn’t around either. I went down to
reception and asked if anyone had left a message for me.

The receptionist made me produce my
credit card to prove who I was then handed over a slim package.

‘You’re so lucky,’ she
said. ‘I’d give anything to be able to spend time with Sam Lincoln
and Jez Easton. They’re such funny guys. You should have heard the
jokes they were cracking this morning before they went
out.’

Jokes? I couldn’t understand why they
were treating that chilling card so lightly. Then again, perhaps
this sort of thing happened to them all the time. Maybe the
Millionaires’ Death Club was just a tasteless prank – probably by
one of the Madonna or Paris Hilton look-alikes that Sam cruelly
rejected.

So, I chose to worry instead about what
I did or didn’t do at the club. Lurid images jumped into my mind.
The lap dance Mencken made me do was full on naked, wasn’t it? I’d
practised on Jez then tried, pathetically, to do a professional job
on Sam. I think I fell off his lap half way through. I seemed to
recall that Mencken took pictures. Was he intending to blackmail me
if I didn’t do things his way?

‘You can view it over
there,’ the receptionist said, pointing at a TV.

‘View?’

‘Don’t worry, there’s a
DVD slot. The remote control is on the left.’

I went over to the TV and unwrapped
Mencken’s package. It was a DVD showing Mencken sitting on the
upper deck of a tourist bus as it made its way around Hollywood. He
was clutching a star map and writing obscenities next to the names
of various stars as the bus swept past their luxury homes. Each
time, he held up the map to the camera to reveal what he’d written,
libellous every time.

When the tour guide announced they were
about to pass Mencken’s own residence, all the tourists booed
loudly, gave the finger then twisted round en masse and waved at
the camera. Sam and Jez were amongst them. I realised it was
probably Mencken’s film crew on their way to a location shoot.

Mencken’s home was a leafy mansion in a
prime location on Mulholland Drive, with a large swimming pool and
iron gates patrolled by fierce, lean black dogs. Why didn’t that
surprise me?

‘You see, Sophie,’
Mencken said, gazing into the camera. ‘I always knew you were one
of us.’ He held up a newspaper and pointed at the date. It was four
days old – before I’d ever heard of him.

I winced. I didn’t like thinking my
life was being remotely controlled, and I hated being so
predictable.

Mencken glanced at Sam who was
concentrating hard on a playstation game.

‘It’s a soccer World
Cup game,’ Mencken whispered. ‘He knows nothing about soccer but
he’ll play the game until he wins, no matter how long it takes.
That man just doesn’t know when to give up.’

What was he suggesting? That Sam had
obsessive-compulsive disorder? It seemed you couldn’t be a
celebrity nowadays if you didn’t have a trendy affliction to win
the sympathy vote.

Gesturing towards both actors, Mencken
said, ‘These guys have partied hard in every big city on earth.
They’ve tried everything, so it takes a lot to get them juiced.
I’ve promised you’ll show us something extraordinary in London.
Don’t disappoint us.’

Extraordinary? What
could I offer these guys that they hadn’t already done ten times
better already? Entertaining people was my business, but it
suddenly seemed such a difficult thing. How can you entertain the
entertainers? It’s like bullshitting the bullshitters.
Impossible.

‘Forget your normal
tourist routine,’ Mencken reiterated. ‘Something way off track,
check?’

Pass me a lifebelt, someone. I was so
out of my depth, I doubted I’d ever see the shore again. I hadn’t
even started and already my confidence was evaporating. I felt like
a snake charmer lacking both the snake and the charm. Even the way
Mencken peered at the camera – into my soul, I thought – made me
nervous. Showing these three around London would be the most
stressful thing I’d ever done. Normally, I could control my
clients. With their personality quadruple bypasses and complete
ignorance of the world of glamour, my customary middle-aged bores
were easy to fool. Not these three, though. When I was with them,
I’d be like brittle glass, one vibration from shattering.

Mencken said that he’d given the actors
a gift of £25,000 each. ‘Walking around money’ he called it. I
wished I could walk around with that kind of money. He hoped that
the two actors would spend their time in London ‘bonding’ and he
wanted them to be on best terms by the time shooting began in
earnest on his new blockbuster. It was part of my task to make that
happen. I was to be paid my top rate of £1000 per person day, plus
expenses, to keep the actors and Mencken entertained during their
stay in the capital.

‘Meet us tonight at
eleven pm in reception,’ Mencken said. ‘Here’s one thing that might
get you some bonus points. Jez is looking to be fixed up with a
woman whose name begins with the letter Y. Sam’s looking for a
Z.’

He wasn’t talking about what I thought
he was talking about, was he?

‘Remember that big
punch-up they had at the MTV awards?’ Mencken went on. ‘I managed
to persuade them to settle their differences by having a special
bet to prove once and for all which of them is the numero uno.’ He
winked at the camera. ‘Alphabet Love – have you ever played
it?’
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Bad Therapy

 


I met Mencken
and the actors in reception as arranged. Sam and Jez proceeded to
ignore me while Mencken asked a few polite questions about what I’d
been up to during the day, then spent the next ten minutes on his
mobile phone. Were they deliberately trying to make me
uncomfortable?

Sam wore desert-style combats and a
black hoodie. As for Jez, he had on low-slung baggy blue jeans and
a white T-shirt, and he was sticking with his combination of black
baseball-cap and red shades. Despite their grungy style, both
actors still managed to have film-star presence, but I doubted
anyone would recognise them, not least because no one would expect
to see them within a mile of each other. As for Mencken, with his
white designer chinos and a black cashmere jumper, he had an
unmistakable aura of success.

He’d told me in The Gherkin that Sam
and Jez look-alikes were coming over from the States. Bogus events
had been set up to keep the media occupied while the real Sam and
Jez hopefully went around unnoticed. I prayed the trick worked: I
didn’t want to be mobbed all day long. I was certainly glad Sam was
wearing a hoodie. When he pulled it over his head, he could be a
Jedi Knight for all anyone knew.

Mencken’s limo dropped
us off at Leicester Square’s cheesy super-disco,
The Moulin Rouge. It was
crammed with smiling tourists paying a fortune for an inauthentic
London night out involving a fake celebration of nineteenth century
Paris amongst hordes of non-Londoners. How ludicrous can you
get?

The nightclub was one
of those two-level cavernous monstrosities, the size of an aircraft
hangar. I guessed it could hold anything up to 2000 people.
Ghastly. It was supremely
tacky, with the cheapest of glitter balls hanging from the ceiling,
gaudy décor throughout, and appalling Euro muzak blasting out from
a bad sound system – a genuine dump, the sort of place I’d never
let my clients stray into, even by accident.

Mencken led us to a bar on the upper
level and, thankfully, it was almost deserted, with only a couple
of bemused Spanish tourists lurking around. Mencken announced that
he’d buy us all a drink, but there would be no choice – we had to
take whatever he put in front of us. Sam and Jez shrugged. They
seemed incredibly respectful of Mencken. Maybe they’d had personal
experience of a good clean down with his own-brand soap.

Mencken ordered absinthe. It was my
least favourite drink and I thought of telling him to get stuffed,
but some masochistic part of me wanted the whole, undiluted
experience.

‘What now?’ Sam asked
as Mencken distributed the drinks.

Mencken laughed. ‘Why, you have fun, of
course.’ He slammed back his absinthe and walked away.

Sam shot a puzzled
glance at Jez. As for me, I had no idea what was expected. Was I
supposed to leap into action to entertain the actors? My nerves
already felt as though they’d been slung across the Grand Canyon
and a tightrope walker was treading on them, about to do a
death-defying headstand. I followed Mencken’s example and drank the
absinthe in one. Vile.

An hour later, I was on my fourth
absinthe – ‘the devil in a bottle’ as I think someone once referred
to it. My head was spinning and I didn’t feel well. I was standing
on my own on the upper balcony, gazing down at the bobbing heads of
the clubbers on the crowded dancefloor. I had no idea where the
others were.

When Jez materialised beside me, I was
startled and let out an embarrassing squeal.

‘So, how will you find
NexS?’ he asked.

The question took me by surprise since
I’d never talked about it with him, even though I realised he must
have discussed it with Mencken. ‘I have one or two ideas,’ I
mumbled, but I didn’t have any.

‘If ultimate pleasure’s
out there, I want my slice,’ Jez said.

‘But someone like you –
don’t you have a great time every day?’

‘You have no idea.
Sometimes I think if a boxer slugged me in the face, I wouldn’t
know it. I can’t feel. Sam and I are bored the whole time. NexS isn’t some
distraction for us. We’re praying it can make us feel again.
Something, anything – it doesn’t matter what.’

He massaged his temples. ‘We both have
recurring dreams. Isn’t that weird? We’re both seeing
psychotherapists and neither of us thinks it does any good, but we
keep going back.’

‘So, what’s your
dream?’

I didn’t expect an answer, but he
showed no reluctance.

‘I have a harness round
my neck, and I’m dragging a boulder behind me. I can never get free
of it. My neck, my shoulders, and my whole body ache as I pull this
thing around.’

‘I bet I know what your
therapist says – the boulder is fame.’

‘You’re good,’ Jez
said, ‘but wrong.’ He shook his head. ‘If I lost my fame, I’d be a
nobody. I couldn’t bear that.’

I didn’t know if I loathed Jez for
being so self-pitying or pitied him for being so self-loathing. I
wasn’t looking forward to the next few days. It seemed these guys
were expecting NexS to bring them back to life.

Jez nudged me. ‘Hey, watch this.’ He
nodded towards the loos.

I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to be
looking at, then I noticed Sam with a production-line gorgeous
blonde just outside the men’s loo. She slipped a note into his
pocket.

‘Did you see?’ Jez
said. ‘Happens all the time. Sometimes when I’m taking a dump,
women follow me into the toilet and pass their phone number under
the cubicle door.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘Sex on a plate. It’s so
fucking easy.’

‘You really are bored,
aren’t you?’ I never thought I’d hear myself saying that to an
A-lister.

‘That’s why I gotta
have this NexS.’

I didn’t think NexS would be providing
any answers for Jez and Sam. I suspected it was nothing more than a
clever party story by a druggy Oxford student trying to impress
rich Americans, but I needed the fifty Gs Mencken promised and that
meant I’d try my hardest to find the damned thing. I’d even had a
half thought of faking it, using some cocktail of party drugs, but
Mencken would no doubt be on the phone to place an emergency order
with the local horse-head remover if he found out, so I dropped
that plan.

Sam read the blonde’s note, took her by
the hand and pulled her into the toilet.

‘He’s in for a
surprise.’ Jez was almost gloating. ‘I’ve met that lady before. She
was the air hostess on our flight over.’

I wondered what he was driving at, but
he chose not to enlighten me. Seconds later, the toilet door flew
open and Sam hurried out, scowling. The airhostess appeared shortly
afterwards, apparently bewildered. If they’d been having a liaison,
it hadn’t worked out, or had been incredibly premature.

Jez strolled away, sniggering.

I went to one of the lounges to sit
down and get my head straight. I’d only been there for a couple of
minutes when someone ahemmed.

‘Oh, sorry,’ I said, I
didn’t see you.’

‘As stealthy as a
Ninja.’ Sam plumped himself down beside me. ‘You seem like a nice
girl. Why are you hanging around with people like us?’

My mouth opened but nothing came
out.

‘You’ll only get hurt,
you know. We’re bad news.’

‘Uh, didn’t I see you
with a blonde a few minutes ago?’ I gibbered.

Sam amazed me by actually responding.
‘Yeah, just when we were about to get down to action, she stopped
and asked me to sign the back of a photo of her frigging baby. Can
you believe it? Did no one ever tell these bitches that showing me
a picture of their baby is like showing me a miniature version of
one of the jerks who screwed them? Christ, it makes me want to
vomit.’

I tried not to be shocked, but I
failed.

‘What are you looking
at me like that for?’ he said.

‘You don’t have dreams
about babies, do you?’ I asked, recalling what Jez had
said.

‘How did you know?’
Instantly, he started telling me the story. I couldn’t believe how
anxious these superstars were to share their psychological
hang-ups. Had their therapists told them to get it off their chests
at every opportunity? They had so much in common. It was easy to
understand why they’d been such good friends, and just as easy to
appreciate how they’d fallen out so badly. Like
brothers.

‘In my dream, I’m
eighteen years old,’ Sam said. ‘I’m holding a baby and the crazy
thing is it’s got my exact face. My therapist says it symbolises
that I want to start my life again. Maybe that’s right, but maybe
something else is true. None of it changes the fact that I don’t
like babies.’

I tried, feebly, to feign sympathy.

‘You don’t have any
brats, do you?’ Sam asked fiercely.

When I shook my head, his hand shot out
and rested on my knee. Without thinking, I brushed it away.

He rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, get over
yourself. I’ve seen everything you’ve got. You’re nothing
special.’

The words tore through me like bullets.
I tried not to cry. I listed every fault I had. Bum too big,
breasts too small, hips too wide, legs not long enough if unaided
by heels, hair too lank, first traces of cellulite, tummy sticking
out too much. God, I was a walking Gorgon, turning people to stone
if they so much as glimpsed me. I must have been insane to think a
Hollywood hunk could ever fall for me.

‘You’d better find NexS
for us,’ Sam spat. Then he stood up and walked away.

I didn’t know what to say and stared
miserably at my absinthe glass. I pathetically raised my eyes to
watch Sam as he strode off. He looked fabulous in his low-slung
combats, his Calvin Klein boxers tantalisingly peaking out,
practically beckoning to me. Whenever I watched his body move, I
couldn’t help imagining snuggling up to him in bed. I knew he was a
complete git, but, my God – those gorgeous blue eyes when he looked
at me. I fancied the arse off him, and it was unbearable. Why was
he so mean to me?

I headed for my one place of refuge –
the loo – and went through the motions of re-applying my make-up,
and trying to keep my chin up, or at least prevent it dropping
through the floor. As I came out, Mencken was emerging from the
gents’ toilet.

‘Hey! How are you
getting on with the guys?’ he asked.

‘Things could be
better,’ was all I could say, and that was way too much of a positive
spin.

‘You know, I’ve seen
the way you look at Sam.’

I didn’t reply, but I was sure my face
was reddening.

‘Maybe you won’t
believe me,’ Mencken winked, ‘but there’s a nice guy in there
struggling to get out.’

‘I’ll take your word
for it.’ As far as I was concerned, Sam was a complete arse –
but what an arse!
He made me as horny as hell, but that was just mega depressing
since he’d made it insultingly clear he was totally unimpressed by
my body and never going to reciprocate. Ever.

‘Are you all set to
track down NexS?’ Mencken asked.

‘I’ll phone round, find
out if anyone’s heard anything. Maybe I’ll get lucky.’

Mencken nodded. ‘OK, tomorrow night,
pick the boys up at nine and take them somewhere interesting.’ He
explained that he wouldn’t be able to come himself because he had
business to take care of.

‘Can I ask why you
brought us here tonight, Mr Mencken?’

‘Don’t be so formal,
Sophie. Call me Harry.’ His eyes gleamed. ‘I wanted to show you how
desperate Sam and Jez are for something different – a whole new
experience. It won’t be easy, but you’re an imaginative
girl.’

****

I found Sam at
midnight in the lounge overlooking the dance floor. He was on his
own, with a bottle of Bud in his hand and his hoodie pulled over
his head. When he turned towards me, he seemed surprisingly
excited.

‘Hello!’ I said. ‘Why
so happy?’

‘Oh, I have a unique
happening lined up.’ He glanced at his watch then made sure I was
standing next to him at the edge of the balcony overlooking the
dancefloor. He signalled towards the DJ’s booth. The music stopped,
prompting a groan from the clubbers.

‘Listen up,’ the DJ
announced, ‘we’ve had a special request. Normally I would have told
this guy to fuck right off but I took one look at him and, I swear,
in my whole life I’ve never seen such a dead ringer. You have to
check this guy out to believe it. We’re going to put a spotlight on
him so you can see what I mean.’

As the DJ spoke, a spotlight tracked
along the balcony. When it reached Sam, he threw back his hoodie,
raised both of his hands and waved at the crowd.

‘After three,’ the DJ
said, ‘who does that guy look like? One, two, three…’

‘Sam Lincoln,’ the
crowd roared.

The DJ chuckled. ‘You won’t believe the
nerve of this guy. He actually said he was better looking than Sam,
and he said it in an American accent that I swear was identical to
Sam’s.’ He pointed at Sam. ‘Hey, man, you have to get yourself a
job as a Sam Lincoln impersonator. It’s what you were born
for.’

It was obvious Sam was finding the
whole thing hilarious. I couldn’t help giggling too.

‘So, could all of the
boys please leave the dancefloor,’ the DJ said. ‘This is a
girls-only event.’ He told the girls to arrange themselves into ten
parallel lines taking up the whole length of the dancefloor. ‘Link
arms,’ he said. ‘When the music starts, I promise you’ll have no
difficulty knowing what you have to do. I want you all to look at
our Sam Lincoln look-alike and feel yourselves getting moist. Hey,
I fancy him too and I’m a bloke!’

That prompted a huge jeer from the
watching boys, but the opening bars of an extremely familiar tune –
the cancan – cut off the booing. The girls let out a whoop and,
with their arms tightly linked, started high kicking. The men
alternately wolf-whistled, cheered and clapped along.

I watched in amazement as hundreds of
girls kept their high-energy dance going for a good couple of
minutes. At the end, all of them turned round, bent over and lifted
up their skirts. Most of them were wearing thongs, but many had
nothing on at all. The lecherous roar from the boys had to be heard
to be believed, a kind of primal sexual howl.

‘Wow,’ the DJ shouted,
‘was that something special, or what? I think I’m going to make
that a regular event. We have one person to thank, of course –
Mr not-quite Sam
Lincoln.’

Sam, picked out once again by the
spotlight, gave a bow.

The DJ put on
Madonna’s Hollywood.

Sam turned away and aggressively pulled
up his hoodie again. ‘Jesus, just by pretending to be me, I can get
these people to do anything. It’s fucking pathetic.’

Talk about mood swings! For the rest of
the night he stayed in the same bad temper. Jez wasn’t much better.
As for Mencken, he had vanished completely.

I hung around all night, buying drinks,
making inane jokes that neither actor laughed at, and tried to fill
the frequent long silences with small talk. The men were clearly
bored stiff. I contemplated trying out the singing vaginas anecdote
on them, but all my energy had drained away. I felt pathetic, the
least appropriate person on earth to be an entertainment
consultant.

We carried on that way until 3 o’clock
in the morning. We were all leaning against the balcony, trying to
stifle yawns. Just as the last dance began, a group of people
dressed as City Slickers appeared from nowhere and barged their way
onto the dancefloor, where they grabbed partners for the slow
dance. In dark trousers, blue pinstriped shirts and red braces,
with slicked-back hair, they all looked like men but, as I peered
hard, I realized some were women. There was one particular woman
causing a lot of commotion. Men were surging around the figure,
gawping. From up here in the balcony, I imagined I was watching
people being sucked into a whirlpool. All the men in the room
seemed to be trying to ogle this person. Their tongues were
practically hanging out.

I couldn’t get a good look. The woman
had her back turned to me the whole time and all I could see was
the feverish reaction of the men around her. If my eyes weren’t
tricking me, she had a gold-tipped swagger stick and was jabbing it
into her admirers’ genitals if they got too frisky. She was like
the queen bee in the centre of a hive, surrounded by slavering
drones.

When I glanced at Sam, he was leaning
right over, staring even more intently than I was.

‘I have to check this
out.’ He headed for the staircase and seconds later he appeared on
the edge of the dancefloor and tried to push his way through the
throng to get near the woman, but he didn’t make any
headway.

The last song ended and the house
lights came on. All of the City Slickers broke off from their
partners and headed for the exit. In seconds, they were gone. I was
oddly impressed. They had been and gone in about five minutes flat,
causing complete mayhem.

Sam, looking up at me from the
dancefloor, obviously wasn’t happy. What had he been expecting –
for that gorgeous woman to see him and just leap into his arms? She
and her City Slickers had certainly put on quite a show. What had
it all been about? Maybe they were blowing off steam after getting
their annual mega bonus.

I noticed someone standing behind Sam.
The man was gazing hard at the back of Sam’s head. He seemed to
become aware of me and looked up in my direction. Startled, I
stepped backwards. After a couple of moments, I sneaked back to the
balcony and had another peek. The man was still there. I was
certain I recognised him – the blond Elvis from the lap-dancing
club.

He caught my eye and slowly, with a
slight smile on his face, drew his finger straight across his
throat in an unmistakable gesture.
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When I dragged
myself out of bed the next morning, I was haunted by a bad dream –
with those strange City Slickers playing the starring role. In the
dream I was stark naked and the Slickers had formed a circle around
me and kept pushing me from one to another, laughing at me and
pointing out all my faults. Their queen, with her gold swagger
stick, kept her back to me the whole time. I had a terrible fear
that if I ever glimpsed her face it would be my dead
sister.

Someone else featured
prominently in my dream – Elvis. Was he a stalker? A
journalist? Why did he make that terrifying cutthroat gesture?
Maybe I’d misinterpreted, or my eyes had played a trick. I’d become
so edgy lately.

I made a strong black coffee then went
through the address book on my BlackBerry. I phoned every friend
and business contact I thought might be able to help me with NexS.
No one had heard of either it or the Oxford students Mencken had
mentioned.

Jane phoned and I gave her my carefully
concocted cover story that the mystery man I’d met at The Gherkin
was a reclusive financier and I’d be keeping a low profile for the
next few days as I took care of his requirements. Miraculously, I
managed to keep to my story and avoid blurting out a single thing
about what was really going on.

At least I didn’t have
to make any enquiries about Alphabet Love. The rules were simple. You had to sleep with twenty-six
partners, starting with someone whose name began with ‘A’ and
making your way through the alphabet in the right order until you
got to someone with a name starting with ‘Z’. Strictly speaking,
you weren’t supposed to have sex with anyone who wasn’t part of the
game, but that rule was often conveniently ignored.
I actually had a few male acquaintances playing
it, though they’d probably be searching for compliant Annes, Alices
and Annabelles for decades to come.

In the afternoon, there
was nothing more I could do, so to relax myself I watched my
well-worn DVD of Dr Zhivago
for the umpteenth time. It was my all-time
favourite romantic movie. The Machiavellian character played by Rod
Steiger reminded me of Mencken, but I couldn’t find any role for
Sam. To me, he’d never be anyone but Jay Gatsby.

For going out that night, I changed
into my outfit that guaranteed maximum male attention. It consisted
of a white whalebone basque, a black satin skirt and thigh-high
black Gucci suede boots with the zip on the outside of the leg.
With six-inch heels, the boots weren’t designed for walking much
further than the bedroom. So, totally fit for purpose, as Jane
always liked to tell me.

I collected Sam and Jez in reception at
the Sargasso. They were wearing similar gear to what they’d had on
last night. Just as we were getting into a cab. Jez said, ‘Not too
many Eyes, right?’

‘Excuse me?’ I
remembered that Sam had used the same expression in
Sin 6.

‘You don’t know, do
you?’ Jez glanced at Sam. ‘Eyes are, uh…’

‘Fans,’ Sam
intervened.

‘Yeah, fans,’ Jez
repeated, with a snigger.

‘Of course,’ I said,
nodding. In my line of business, the illusion of deep understanding
of my clients is essential. Usually it works, but every now and
again…

Sam gave me a sly look.
‘You don’t have a clue what we’re talking about, do you? You’re
winging it.’ His voice was unpleasantly aggressive. ‘Come on,
Sophie, tell us why we call fans Eyes.’

He was dead right. I
was clueless. Eyes? Hollywood freak talk as far as I was concerned.

‘We’re waiting,’ Sam
persisted.

I realised he intended to push it all
the way. ‘One of my other Hollywood clients told me,’ I said
eventually, pretending I frequently dealt with A-listers. The words
flowed after that, bullshit mixed with concentrated blag. ‘He said
that when he arrived at the Oscars ceremony, all he saw was a sea
of eyes gawping at him. “Eyes,” he said, “that’s all fans mean to
me.”’

I had no idea if I was talking crap or
digging gold.

Sam exchanged a glance with Jez. ‘Let’s
get going,’ he said.

I’d passed the test, I think. But why
had Sam got so ratty in the first place? It wasn’t a good sign. He
was such a hard guy to figure – switching between nice and nasty in
a heartbeat.

I hoped things would
improve once I took the actors to my favourite bar. Maybe its
spooky history would jolt a positive response from them. Local
legend had it that two German witches once lived on the site, so
the present-day owner called it Das
Hexenhaus – The Witch House. The bar was
gothic, everything in matt black and gloss red. Even the toilet
rolls in the black marble toilets were black, and quilted for extra
comfort. As for the staff, they wore fashionable black uniforms
with bellboy-style red caps.

The bar’s quirky style had made it one
of the trendiest spots in London, at least at weekends. But tonight
was a quiet Wednesday, so few trendies were here. Instead, it was
populated by a sad cast of C-listers and worse: ‘mortgage’ actors
stuck in the same West End shows for years, soap-opera stars whose
shows had long since submerged beneath the foamy bubbles, one-hit
pop stars, comics who’d told their last gags years ago. Some of
them were even less famous than I was. Nevertheless, I liked to
tell Japanese, European and American clients that they were
mingling with the biggest and best of Britain’s showbiz stars. It
seemed to keep them happy.

The Brit ‘stars’ mostly stayed in the
VIP Room, though some preferred slumming it in the public bar. I
wasn’t sure which bar was riskier. Would VIPs be more likely to
recognise Sam and Jez than ordinary punters? I couldn’t decide.

I eventually chose the VIP bar, simply
because it was visually more appealing. I found three luxury red
leather seats for us near the horseshoe bar. I wondered if the
actors liked the bar’s red-painted oak panelling or the
reproductions of Goya’s paintings of witches. It was impossible to
tell. They sat in silence with their legs wide open, vaguely
staring at each other. They were so statue-like, I wondered if they
were having another of their bets: a thousand dollars for who could
do the best impression of a showroom dummy.

I asked if they fancied some Cristal
and they both nodded stiffly. I signalled to one of the roving
barstaff – Gary – one of my network of contacts. I once jokingly
promised to put ice cubes in my mouth and suck him off for the
coolest, or coldest, sexual experience of his life if he made sure
my clients were always treated like royalty. He never gave up
trying to get me to make good on that particular promise.

‘Who are the dudes?’
Gary whispered. When I smiled in a particular way, he responded
with a knowing nod. ‘So, full tongues?’

‘In whatever orifice
they prefer,’ I replied, winking.

‘Oh, by the way – bitch
alert. Teri and Tamsin are round the corner with a group of Danish
businessmen, spending shitloads.’

Christ, as if I didn’t have enough to
worry about.

‘Thanks for the
tip-off,’ I said. ‘Two bottles of Cristal and bring those new
fluted glasses, please.’

‘On your
account?’

I nodded. ‘Make sure you’re taken care
of.’
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